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In December 2009 Exiled Writers Ink will be 
celebrating its 10th Birthday. It is on birthdays 
that one tends to look back to one’s failures and 

achievements and to look forward to one’s aspirations. 
The inspiration for EWI came from Jennifer Langer who 
wanted to give a voice to those who, for whatever reason, 
were unjustly persecuted and silenced for their courage to 
speak out against oppression.  

Although oppression and persecution still continue 
worldwide the voices of protest are louder and, because 
of modern technology, are heard by millions across the 
globe. We no longer believe the Iranian Parliament when 
they declare that there was no evidence of torture of de-
tainees, writers, academics, journalists and others accused 
of provoking unrest after the disputed Presidential elec-
tions. 

The main focus of this issue is on voices from some of 
the many areas of continuing conflict. We have contribu-
tions from Sri Lanka with a helpful historical background 
by Rohini Hensman, from Iran with poetry arising from 
the death of Neda Agha-Soltan, and from Chechnya, with 
a chilling account of the 1819 Conflict by Tamara Islamova. 

We report on the Bosnia theatre event which allowed par-
ticipants to share experiences through writing and per-
formance. 

We also report on the second year of the Mentoring and 
Translation Programme which was hugely successful. All 
the participants benefited greatly from their experiences. 
This issue also has contributions from Africa and Latin 
America. 

The 2009 Nobel Prize for Literature was awarded to the 
German novelist, Herta Müller. Her work evokes the op-
pression and dictatorship of the communist regime and ex-
ile that dominated the lives of millions, including herself, 
in Eastern Europe. She gives insights as to what it means to 
live under a dictatorship and to be part of a minority in an-
other country and to be exiled. Her life is in transit, waiting 
to leave, but never really arriving in the new country.

Many of our contributors will recognise this sentiment 
and, given their dedication and the quality of work, we 
hope that one of them may also achieve the ultimate ac-
colade. May it happen within the next ten years.

Esther Lipton

Editorial

Subscription:
£15 for 3 issues to include postage
and packing.
UK costs per issue: £4 plus £1
postage and packing
Cheque to be made payable to:
Exiled Writers Ink
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Conflict

Sri  Lanka

21 May 1986
R. 	Cheran

At midnight your house is aflame.
In front of your eyes
they stick a knife into your wife.
Air force planes dip to the earth
and rise again.
Bombs scatter, glinting,
catching the sunlight.
Everywhere, in all directions,
children scream.
My grandmother continues to grumble
about her reading glasses which fell and broke
as she rushed to reach the bunker.
The director of the blood-bank
informs us, very kindly,
there is no blood left.
I search for a friend
who is looking for another, lost
in an entirely friendly skirmish.
A few folk, arguing whether
this is a democratic revolution
or a socialist one, are demolished
by cannon fire.
Having escaped two air attacks
and twenty helicopter gunships,
I break my ankle, entangling
with a small dog.
As I lie in bed, an ‘intellectual’ friend
brings me Zen and the art
of motorcycle maintenance.
The man trying to fix
the red-cross sign on the roof
of the hospital, falls;
picked off by a helicopter.
All the same,
crows are left, and so is paper.
Also 
the sound of the machine gun
remains in the air
now, as always.

4

Alien
Thirumavalavan

 

Remembered summer visions
weave drunkenly in and out
of the freezing February weather.

Still in my mind
the hot solagam wind
and the torrent of falling neem flowers.

Time is a fine trickster
magicking the snow into flowers
which he flings about, everywhere.

The conifers are covered in snow
their needles stiff with the cold;
all other trees, empty of leaves,
branches bare,
outspread, transfixed.

A schoolgirl tosses her hair
as she hurries past, white thighs flashing;
a small boy is intent
rolling the fallen snow
to make a snowman.

I am a man from the dry lands
flung here by a war.

In search of warmth I enter a café
swallow a mouthful from the steaming cup
and gaze through the glass window
at the outspread scene,
entranced, transfixed.

Drawings: Sivamohan Sumathy
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Historical Background
Rohini 	Hensman

 

Discrimination against and persecution of Tamils in Sri Lanka started immediately 
after Independence in 1948 with the Citizenship Acts: descendents of Tamils who 
had been brought over by the British from India to work as indentured 
labourers in the tea plantations were deprived of their citizenship 
and franchise. Then the Official Language Act in 1956 went back 
on a pre-Independence promise to make both Sinhala and 
Tamil official languages, and made Sinhala the only 
official language, putting Tamils at a disadvantage 
in employment. The Standardisation scheme 
introduced in 1971 put Tamil students at a 
disadvantage when seeking university 
entrance. Most importantly, there were 
pogroms against Tamils in 1958, 1977 and 
1981, culminating in the 1983 massacre of 
thousands of Tamils, which started the 
war.

In 1987, the Indo-Lanka Accord was 
signed between Indian Prime Minister 
Rajiv Gandhi and Sri Lanka’s President 
J.R.Jayawardene, redressing some Tamil 
grievances, and leading to a ceasefire 
and the occupation of the North and 
East by an Indian Peace-Keeping Force. 
Meanwhile, a violent insurrection in the 
South by a Sinhalese militant group, the 
JVP, was put down even more ruthlessly by 
the state, with a death toll of about 50-60,000 
Sinhalese killed by Sinhalese. The insurrection 
ended in late 1989, when its leader was killed. 
The Indian army withdrew in 1990, and the war in 
the North and East broke out again.

Although Tamil militancy was a response to state repression, 
it became equally repressive. It is fairly well known that the most 
powerful group, the LTTE or Tamil Tigers, engaged in terrorist attacks 
against Sinhalese civilians. It is less well known that it came to this position of 
dominance by a ruthless policy of killing unarmed Tamil critics and slaughtering 
rival militant groups, or that it conscripted Tamil children to its armed forces. It 
is rarely mentioned that it massacred Tamil-speaking Muslims in the East, and 
ethnically cleansed around 75,000 Muslims from the North in 1990. In its own way, 
Tamil nationalism has been as brutal as Sinhala nationalism.



6exiled ink / Autumn - Winter 2009 

hyamala, a Sinhalese garment worker from a poor rural 
background, marries a more affluent Left-wing academic 
and moves into his large house. She makes friends with her 
Tamil next-door neighbour, Mano, and shelters her family 
when their home is attacked and burned to the ground in 
1983. Mano’s family goes off to the East to start a new life, 
thinking they will be safer there. Towards the end of the JVP 
insurrection, Shyamala befriends a pregnant young woman, 
Malini, who is being hunted by both the JVP and state 
security forces. Malini started out as a Sinhala nationalist, 
but is convinced by Shyamala’s husband that her views of 
Tamils are prejudiced and wrong. After her baby (whom 
they call Prashant) is born, she goes on trips to Sinhalese 
villages and refugee camps, trying to convince the people 
in them of what she has learned. Meanwhile, Mano has 
made friends with a neighbouring couple whose children, 
Amita and Vijayan, are ten and eight years old when the war 
breaks out again. Their village is attacked by state forces, 
the couple is killed, and Mano and her family return to a 
refugee camp in Colombo bringing Amita and Vijayan with 
them. When she asks Shyamala to find a home for them, 
Shyamala offers to take them in herself, but almost comes 
to regret her decision because Vijayan, the little boy, has 
come to hate all Sinhalese, feeling they were responsible 
for his parents’ death. Patiently and lovingly, she tries to 
win him over, but finally succeeds only as the result of an 
incident she neither expects nor wants:

S
Playing Lions and Tigers  

Earthworm Books, Chennai, 2004

Rohini 	Hensman

The Story So Far



7 Autumn - Winter 2009 / exiled ink

Malini returned from one of these trips seething with 
frustration. She had been to Sinhalese refugee camps in 
Horowapotana, on the Eastern border of Anuradhapura Dis-
trict, and was exasperated by the attitudes she’d encoun-
tered among refugees who had fled from Tiger attacks in 
Trincomalee. ‘I know they’ve suffered, but for heaven’s 
sake, Tamils have suffered more and for much longer, yet 
you don’t find most of them reacting in the same way! Look 
at your friend Mano, for example - so humane and clear-
sighted! I suppose it’s our fault too - we’ve allowed all kinds 
of vicious propaganda to be spread without doing enough 
to counteract it.. But we’ve got to do something now, oth-
erwise this war will never end!’ Shyamala agreed, but it 
was hard to know what to do. While the children were at 
school, she accompanied Malini to a Sinhalese camp near 
Colombo, and came back feeling hopelessly discouraged. 
How do you shift prejudices that have been drummed into 
people for decades?  But Malini refused to give up. Her next 
plan filled Shyamala with apprehension: she wanted to go 
back to the same camp with Amita and Vijayan to press her 
point. If anyone else had suggested it, Shyamala would 
have refused pointblank, but that was not possible with Ma-
lini. ‘Calm down, my dear!’ she laughed. ‘These are not the 
security forces, you know! They’re only foolish village folk 
who can’t think straight. They’re not evil - they wouldn’t hurt 
your little ones. I’m quite sure of that, otherwise I wouldn’t 
even dream of taking them along.’

The Sinhalese camp was a good deal less crowded than 
the Tamil one where Mano had been, with separate knots 
of people scattered around the hall and large compound, 
so some degree of privacy was possible. Malini took them 
straight to the group that Shyamala had met before. They 
were welcomed cordially and invited to sit down, but then 
the refugees began reproaching Malini for walking out on 
them the previous time. 

‘Well, if you really want to know why I left so suddenly 
last time, it was because I felt like vomiting,’ replied Malini, 
‘and the reason I felt sick was that you said’ - turning to one 
of the women - ‘that the only way to stop all these atrocities 
is to wipe out every single Tamil, men, women and children, 
even cats and dogs. And the rest of you’ - looking around 
- ‘seemed to agree with her.’ Shyamala could feel the chil-
dren on either side of her go rigid, and her own nerves were 
stretched to breaking point, but Malini continued calmly, 
‘Well, naturally I felt sick, naturally I wanted to take my baby 
away. I thought that if you people could think of killing chil-
dren like these Tamil kids my friend has adopted, then you 
might be capable of any crime!’

Shyamala could feel waves of shock going round the 
circle. They had, of course, assumed that the children were 
her own, and therefore Sinhalese. Suddenly Malini’s pur-
pose became clear to her. Nothing could have demonstrat-
ed more vividly that there was no difference between Sin-
halese and Tamil children. And these people, as she’d said, 
were not monsters. They might talk very easily about killing 
Tamils, but seeing two lovely children in front of them, and 
imagining them being killed, horrified them. 

‘In fact, the Tigers who killed your son,’ continued Malini, 
turning back to the first woman, ‘think in exactly the same 
way as you. They believe in killing innocent people just as 
you do.’

‘I didn’t say we should kill innocent people!’ protested 
the woman. ‘I was only saying that they train their children 
to be Tigers from the time they are small, so it’s better...’ Her 
voice trailed off.

‘Better to what?’ demanded Malini fiercely, her voice 
rising. ‘Better to exterminate them - is that what you were 
going to say? For goodness sake, woman, what have you 
got in your head? Has someone removed your brain and 
put cowdung there instead? Can’t you see that they can 
use the same argument? They can say, “The Sinhalese train 
their children to kill Tamils from the time they are small, so 
it’s better to exterminate them.” Wonderful! So they kill our 
children and we kill their children - is that what you want?’ 
She lowered her voice. ‘Do you know why my friend had 
to adopt these children? It’s because the security forces at-
tacked their village and were about to kill them, but their 
parents saved them and got killed instead. That’s what the 
security forces are doing in Tamil villages!’

‘That’s all lies,’ objected a young man. ‘Our security forc-
es don’t do things like that.’

‘Oh yes?’ Malini turned on him furiously, making no at-
tempt to keep her voice down. ‘Are you trying to tell me what 
our security forces do? Well, let me tell you a few things.’ 
She pointed at Prashant, who had crawled into Shyamala’s 
lap with the corners of his mouth turned down. Shyamala 
hugged him and murmured softly, ‘It’s all right, sweetheart, 
Amma isn’t shouting at you,’ as Malini continued. ‘Where 
is my baby’s Sinhalese father? Killed by our security forces. 
And my friend’s Sinhalese nephew? Killed by our security 
forces! I can take you to Sinhalese villages where every fam-
ily has lost someone, killed by the security forces. So if that’s 
what they’ve been doing in Sinhalese villages, do you really 
believe they’re being so kind and gentle in Tamil villages? 
No, of course you don’t! But you think it doesn’t matter what 
they do in Tamil villages because they’re Tamil. Well, you’d 
better think again, my friends. Because once they’ve got a 
taste for human blood, they won’t stop with Tamils, they’ll 
go on to your children. Just as the Tigers are also killing 
Tamils. So it will continue until only the killers are left. And 
dumb idiots on both sides will go on encouraging them.’

Shyamala was distressed. She shared Malini’s feelings, 
but surely there was no point in this display of anger? Then 
she happened to glance at Vijayan, and changed her mind. 
His eyes were dilated, his mouth slightly open, his body mo-
tionless. Whatever was or wasn’t getting through to the ref-
ugees, something was clearly getting through to him. Was it 
because he saw in Malini’s rage and bitterness a reflection 
of his own? Was it because this was the first time he was hear-
ing a Sinhalese person echo his fury? Whatever the reason, 
it was clear that something important was happening. She 
kept an eye on him as Malini resumed, now quietly again. 
‘I know you have suffered. I know you’ve been through 
the pain of bereavement and displacement. But there are 
two very different things you can do with that pain. You can 
turn it into the poison of hatred, and put it into the water to 
kill other people’s children, until it comes back to kill your 
own. Or you can turn it into the medicine of compassion 
that will heal other people’s wounds as well as your own.  
Think about it, and tell me what you decide.’ She got up 
abruptly, signalled to Shyamala to follow with the children, 
and walked away, leaving the little group dumbfounded.
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for a moment i thought
when glancing out of the borrowed
window of the speeding car,
at a borrowed people,
in the dark, darkening cold northwestern night,
i saw the tall shadows of the temple,
familiar colours muted in the dark,
rise in a pall of smoke,
as lights quiver in the back
ground, thin
mist.

and for a moment
i was back in a dream, in
a dream of a land, flat
like god never planned it,
brown, red, blue, grey
craters of cracked clay
opening up with rain filled days
to weep! weep!
tiny buds of the mango
trees petalling the ground – unlucky 
scene.
men lined up
shot, women whores exiled
children in a tryst with death
as they go to war
in a land delighted.

as i continue
to hold peace with this
a little town
of subterfuge men, women

forever pale in their studied
politics; stale and strange,
this dream of dreams flickers
for a moment in my eyes, when
on this loveless night of these pullman days,
i thought i saw
the bright red, yellow and white
rise in the early morning light,

recalling the long night’s passion,
unforgiving, unknowing.

many of the poems are born out of an intense 
period of activity, brought on by the will to forget 
through a nostalgia for home in exiledom.

it’s uncanny business if even titles demand an-
notation and commentary. to be writing of home 
in exile is not an unusual past time for anybody. ex-

ile is about the insistent recall of home after all; but 
to be writing of ‘homeland?’ traditional or new fan-

gled, sacred or profane? ah, that is a very different thing 
altogether. homeland is so special to us in sri lanka that we 

have willed ourselves to a state of exiledom; i mean those 
of us, who loudly wail the loss of home, northeastern home, 
and dowry homes, from the cities of foreign lands. this was 
long before people were forcibly evicted or displaced from 
their homes in jaffna, in musali, in eravur, in paduvankarai, 
in sampur, in muthur, in kepitogollawa, in welikande, in 
poonthottam, places in the north and east where muslims, 
tamils and sinhalese cannot live in peace.

writing of homeland and not home helps me break that 
twinge of nostalgia that always creeps in when writing from 
a distance of time and space.

Before they could reach the gate, however, another group 
called to Malini. She hesitated, then took the baby and said, 
‘You go home, I’ll follow in a little while.’ She smiled and 
stroked Shyamala’s cheek, adding, ‘Thank you for coming, 
and thank you even more for risking your babies in this lion’s 
den! You have to shock them, otherwise they don’t think!’

Both children were very silent on the bus, but as they 
walked home from the bus stop, Vijayan for the first time al-
lowed Shyamala to hold one of his hands while Amita held 
the other. And he spoke to her spontaneously, initiated a 
conversation. ‘Aunty Malini was very angry, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she was, because some of those people were saying 
that all Tamils should be killed. She was saying that’s the kind 
of thinking which makes the security forces kill good peo-
ple like your Amma and Appa, and the same kind of thinking 
makes the Tigers kill Sinhalese children.’

‘Is it true that the Tigers kill Tamils?’
‘Yes, it is,’ Amita interjected quickly. ‘I know, because they 

killed two of Appa’s friends. He cried and said he wanted to 
die too, but Amma said, “We must stay alive to save our chil-
dren from this madness”.’

‘They did save us, didn’t they, Aunty?’ asked Vijayan.

‘They saved you from getting killed, yes,’ replied Shyama-
la. ‘But I think your Amma also wanted to save you from all 
the poisonous hatred that Aunty Malini was talking about. 
Oh dear, I wish your parents were here to explain!’

‘I can explain,’ said Amita impatiently. ‘Amma meant that 
it’s madness to treat people as enemies or kill them just be-
cause they have a different religion or speak a different lan-
guage. I think we’re all on the same side - Amma and Appa 
and their friends, and Aunty Malini and you and Uncle, and 
Thambi and me.’

‘Quite right, my dear. How clever you are!’ said Shyamala 
gratefully.

‘What about the baby?’ asked Vijayan.
‘The baby too,’ smiled Shyamala. ‘We mustn’t forget about 

him! Do you know I was there when he was born? And I could 
see at once that he was a peacemaker!’

Vijayan laughed his clear, rippling laugh - such a joy to 
hear! - and said, ‘Silly Aunty! All new-born babies look the 
same!’ Amita and Shyamala joined in the laughter as they 
walked home holding hands. Thank you, Malini , thank 
you, thought Shyamala. I don’t know if you achieved your 
purpose, but you certainly achieved mine! 

Sivamohan Sumathy                 
of	jaffna/pullman/winter/1998
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The beginning of ‘Modern’ Tamil poetry 
is usually ascribed to Subramanya Bharati 
(1882 -1921). In the first two decades of the 
twentieth century, Bharati’s poetry was 
extremely well-known throughout Tamil 
Nadu, everyone sang his songs about In-
dependence and freedom, the utopia to 
come, and equality of caste and gender. 
His poems are at once metaphysical and 
popular. They go side by side with his cre-
ation of a prose-style and rhetoric which 
is modelled on speech, and therefore ac-
cessible to everyone. 

Classical Tamil poetry depends on a 
highly codified system of metrics and 
prosody, yaappu; rhyming techniques (or 
more properly, assonance) which func-
tion at the beginning of the line rather than its ending, edu-
gai; and a complex, chiming system of alliteration, monai. 
Loosening up prosody, blurring the distinctions between 
‘classic’ and ‘folk’, and even between prose and poetry in his 
later prose-poems, Bharati makes the first real break in Tamil 
poetry, from the rigid conventions of poetic composition, 

Following Bharati, there are two main strands in contem-
porary Tamil Poetry. One is populist in its thrust, taking up 
and following on from the local and regional folk-rhythms 
and folk-traditions which Bharati used, and with a broad polit-
ical appeal. The other strand is a more self-consciously intel-
lectual one, tuning into an international ‘modernism’, and to 
some extent influenced by the poetry in English, of T.S. Eliot 
and Ezra Pound, or by poetry available in English translation 
from French. In the late fifties and in the sixties, Ezhuttu was 
one of the most influential venues for contemporary Tamil po-
etry, and in 1963, the editor, Chellappa, published a collection 
of sixty three poems, most of which had first appeared in that 
magazine between 1959 and 1962. This collection Puduku-
ralgal (New Voices) has been seen as an important turning 
point in modern Tamil poetry, and its preface, by Chellappa, 
something like a manifesto of the Ezhuttu poets. It speaks of 
the influence of vers libre on the new Tamil poets; their use 
of imagery and word-order that is fresh and innovatory; of 
new subject matter, both political and psychological; of new 
and different treatments of time and space. 

Sri Lankan Tamil poetry shares an ancient and classical tra-
dition with Tamil Poetry from India, going back to the second 
century of the Common Era. But in modern times, of course, 
it has had a different colonial engagement with Europe and 
Britain, and a different political development which has set it 
apart. And the modern movement in Tamil poetry is strikingly 
different in both countries. Whereas the new poetry in Tamil 
India tended to be esoteric, conscious of a new aesthetic, 
and even given to obscurity and solipsism, Sri Lankan poetry 
in the 1950s and 60s stressed its oral tradition, depended on 
speech rhythms, and was involved primarily with social con-
cerns rather than esoteric ones. Essentially too, because the 
language issue was of central concern to the Tamil people, 

the modern movement was also to do with 
discovering and shaping an ethnic identity 
which meant many things: insistence on 
being seen as a body of work that was sepa-
rate from that which came from South India, 
discovering a national identity, but also ac-
knowledging the multiple identities within 
Sri Lankan writing.

In the 70s and 80s, though, everything 
changed. The political turmoil, the burning 
of the Jaffna Library and the market place in 
1981, the pogrom against the Tamils in 1983, 
and the consequent surge in Tamil nation-
alism, the decades of civil war, the day-to 
day encounter with violence, chaos, uncer-
tainty impacted inevitably on the poetry, and 
changed it utterly. The poets encompass a 

vast range of emotions: early calls to resistance, later reflec-
tions on the pain and horror of war, later still disillusionment, 
despair, and even guilt as so-called leaders took to violence, 
brutalized children, killed and traumatised their own people. 
Of course some of the poetry is tendentious, but a good deal 
of it is immensely relevant to us, our times and the world we 
live in.

The Sri Lankan community now is a displaced one. Al-
though there are some important Tamil poets who continue 
to live and write in Sri Lanka, much of the Tamil poetry comes 
from the diaspora in England, Europe, Canada and elsewhere, 
and speaks from a condition of what R. Cheran describes as 
DiasporaCity. The poems engage with themes of loneliness, 
nostalgia, memory, guilt at having left home, but they also 
confront new themes, new landscapes, new problems and 
new freedoms.

Tamil is an agglutinative language, which packs a great 
deal of meaning into a few words, by the addition of parti-
cles. Such economy is intensified by the nature of poetry. This 
is one of the chief difficulties in translating Tamil poetry. The 
other is the logic of word order in Tamil which cannot often 
be replicated in English. That is to say, the pace and empha-
sis, or the particular punch that a sentence packs in Tamil 
is not always translatable into the syntax of a differently or-
dered language. This has particular implications for the order 
in which the lines appear in a verse. 

In my translations, I want to echo the pace and rhythm of 
the poem, and to follow the emotional logic which shapes 
it. At the same time. I try also to echo the actual topography 
of the poem on the page, even if the lines don’t match ex-
actly. Both the pace and the emotional logic of a poem are 
involved in its musicality or individual tone. Seamus Heaney 
says, in his introduction to his translation of Beowulf, ‘It is 
one thing to find lexical meanings for the words and to have 
some feel for how the metre might go, but it is quite another 
to find the tuning fork that will give you the note and pitch for 
the overall music of the work.’ It is that individual voice, the 
note and pitch of it that I am aiming to present.

Sri Lankan Tamil poetry: a context

Lakshmi	Holmström
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Painting: Behnam Askari

Iran: 
Voices for Freedom

Leave the Basiji bullet in my heart,
fall to prayer in my blood,
and hush, father
--I am not dead.

More light than mass,
I flood through you, 
breathe with your eyes,
stand in your shoes, on the rooftops,
in the streets, march with you 
in the cities and villages of our country
shouting through you, with you.
I am Neda—thunder on your tongue.

I Am Neda
Sholeh	Wolpe	

Animals that We Are
Esther 	Kamkar	

 
 
Let us behave
as animals
that we are.
 
Let us be animal-
animals, not human-
animals. Arrogant
and cruel.
 
Keep Blood
in its body-container
Do not spill it on blankets.
Do not splatter blood
on tricycles.
 
Protect Ears
they are like babies
tender and accepting;
don’t rupture
their drums
with headphones
of torture.
 
Remember Breasts
like whole figs
are to be touched
and held
in ancient hunger
and Nipples
keep them safe
from tips
of burning
cigarettes.
 
Remember
Genitals
are to be
intertwined
with other genitals
not shocked
with electrodes
not tortured
with coke bottles.
Genitals are for love
making, for new-
life making.
 
What has become of us
humans?
The things we do
to our own people
one human to another
in a time of war
and no war,
the things we do.
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The Marchers Turn Green 
Majid	Naficy	

  

In memory of Neda and her friends (1) 
  
Like the sprouts of wheat 
Which must grow green, 
The marchers turn green. (2) 
They have green ballots in their hands 
And red passion in their veins, 
Oblivious to death 
Who is wearing a dirty turban 
And a long dark robe. 
“This land belongs to us 
Not to the men in turbans 
Or any supreme leader, 
And the proof is in our votes.” 
  
The marchers turn green 
With a telling silence in their lips 
And an echo of freedom in their ears. 
They are fearless of death 
Who is wearing a paper helmet 
And a wooden dagger. 
“This land belongs to us 
Not to the men with daggers, 
And the wound of a sword 
Cannot sever our united hands 
From the skirt of our motherland.” 
  
The marchers turn green 
With the branches of cypress in their hands 
And a glimmer of hope in their eyes. 
The young Rakhsh horses neigh (3) 
And immortal Symorgh flies (4) 
From mount Alborz toward them. 
“This land belongs to us 
And we’ll take it back 
Not with bullets or grenades 
But by counting our ballots.” 
  
June, 25, 2009 

1. Neda Agha-Soltan was a student of philosophy killed by the government forces on a 
mass demonstration against the rigged presidential election in Tehran on June 20, 2009. 
Her first name means “call” or “echo” referred to in this poem as “an echo of freedom” in 
the second stanza.   

2. Green is the color of the June uprising against the rigged election and represents the non-
violent nature of this movement. 

3. Rakhsh is the horse of the mythological Iranian, hero, Rostam. 

4. Symorgh is the name of a mythological bird helping Rostam in some of his battles. She 
raises Rostam’s father in Mt. Alborz.

You said, I said
Afshin	Babzadeh

You woke me up from my sleep
And I crossed the road
You said put your hand to the sky and pray
I said I have no choice so I listen to you
You said I will make a coup
I said it makes no difference to me
You said do you want baton bullets
I said the choice is yours
You said are you protesting?
I said you don’t accept protest
You said so you want to withstand and confront the 
grand Ayatolah
I said I usually sit down when I speak
You said so you think of overthrowing
I said if you want I will keep quiet
You said who gives you instructions
I said I don’t speak with anyone but myself
You said so you are collaborating with foreign agents
I said I have got here as a result of crises
You said I will put a bullet into your heart
I said you have no other choice
You said what is your last wish before I kill you
I said I stay with my people

25/6/09
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Last Straw for Iranians: 
Interview with Fariba Marzban: 

Vice President of Iranian PEN in Exile 

AA:	What	is	your	impression	about	the	numbers	of	peo-
ple	involved	in	defying	the	government?

FM: It’s a huge number of people in Iran and abroad 
working in opposition to the government and the system. 
The demonstrations are not just in Tehran but also in Shiraz, 
Isfahan, Ahwaz, Tabriz, Baluchistan and Ardabil. Around the 
country lots of people are agitators; they are angry with the 
system. When there is a dictatorship, there is no choice for 
the people. The election is the last straw because the elec-
tion was seen by the people as the last chance to make a 
change. They also worry about the economy and having free 
speech.  

	AA:	You	are	saying	the	election	outcome	is	only	one	of	
the	many	things	that	troubles	people?

FM: It’s one of the main things. People have many other 
issues. For example people do not want war, but the govern-
ment pushes people towards war. They want to live normal, 
quiet lives like people in other countries, studying, working, 
going on holidays. 

AA:	What	was	your	personal	experience	after	the	revo-
lution?	You	went	to	prison	didn’t	you?

FM: I have lots of experience of different prisons in Iran. 
Just after the 1979 revolution in Iran, when I was 18 years old, 
I was a political activist, but the Islamic government wouldn’t 
accept different parties and different groups — only the Is-
lamic ones. I was arrested nine times in different situations. 
One of the arrests was on July 24th 1981, a crucial day. I was 
severely tortured and no one knew whether I was still alive. 
It was about one year after I was first imprisoned that they let 
me meet my mother. She was extremely worried about me. 
They put me in solitary confinement. As I said, the govern-
ment was involved in the torture and killing of lots of peo-
ple. One of the prisons specialised in solitary confinement 
in Gohar-dasht and the government picked out around 130 
young women for solitary. We stayed in solitary for two or 
three years. Some of us suffered a mental problem. One of 
their punishments was the coffin torture where we were put 

Flying witness

Reza	Hiwa

To the marchers of July 25 2009
the world is the largest village I know

My only visitor
is the one to take me to those 
who beat me to blood
to unconsciousness
and to the hospital 
They don’t expect me to talk
I know nothing they don’t know already
they don’t need information
all they want is 
to keep the ceremony going
During my endless time
between two visits
from that tiny rusty window
by the ceiling 
I saw once
a little bird flying by
I saw him
so he could have seen me too
he could
couldn’t he?
did he?
It’s a possibility, after all
he could 
How many times a day
I ask myself the same question
“It’s an obsession”
I hear you saying
If the bird saw me
then I’m not alone
if the bird who saw me
is a migrating bird
he might talk about me 
to other birds
- migrating or not –
If the bird saw me
then I’m not alone
any more

24.7.2009
Vicdessos
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in front of a wall for hours on end without speaking. The cell 
itself was like a coffin, quite dark and no facility to shower or 
bathroom. I was given a plastic glass, one spoon, one dish, 
that’s it. For six months I couldn’t take a shower. Without 
proper food. I had lost 18 kilograms.

AA:	How	did	you	get	out	of	Iran?
FM: It was in 2001 that I managed to get out with the sup-

port of people. I put a lot of money there. Actually, it was 
with the help of one of the representatives of the assistant of 
Ayatollah Khomeini. He was a most important person and he 
agreed to review the cases of those in prison. Then he came 
to visit us one by one, he talked to us face-face and he talked 
to me three times. Then, when he realised I wasn’t a terror-
ist but believed in free speech, he decided to help me and 
lots of prisoners to come out. Khomeini himself was alive at 
the time. If he was not there, I would be dead because lots 
of other Ayatollahs have changed the rules. Before, when 
Khomeini was alive, they stopped killing women prisoners — 
now they have started again. It was at that time that I got the 
chance to get out with the help of financial guarantees. First 
I was sent out of Tehran, and then because of my medical 
condition I was allowed back into Tehran where I got better 
and better.

Memoir by Freed Prisoner: 
Haleh Esfandiari

Adapted from a review by Claire Messud

Haleh Esfandiari, the Iranian-American director of the Mid-
dle East Program at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washing-
ton, was arrested in Tehran on a visit to her aged mother in 
2007 when she was interrogated for many months and held 
in solitary confinement for four months. In the wake of her 
experience Esfandiari has written a memoir My Prison, My 
Home which is primarily an account of that year from the 
initial staged ‘robbery’ en route to Tehran airport that left her 
without a passport and unable to leave the country, to her 
imprisonment and release almost eight months later. 

The Intelligence Ministry existed for Esfandiari in the form 
of two men: her chief interrogator, Ja’fari, and his superior, 

Hajj Agha. She first met Ja’fari in early January 2007 at an in-
terrogation centre where he questioned her over a fortnight. 
Hajj Agha, the more gracious and apparently accommodat-
ing of the two men, with whom she had more dealings once 
she was imprisoned in early May 2007, emerges as the more 
sinister: his name is honorific rather than personal (‘Hajj’ re-
fers to one who has made the pilgrimage to Mecca; ‘Agha’ is 
a title for a military officer), so he is, in fact, nameless. Esfan-
diari was not permitted to see his face, and forced to face the 
wall. ‘Ja’fari imagined that the Wilson Center was an agency 
of the American government, that we were implicated in 
some nefarious plot against the Islamic Republic, and that 
we routinely held secret meetings to plan strategy to this 
end. More specifically, Esfandiari came to realise that Ja’fari 
and the Intelligence Ministry feared ‘that the Wilson Center 
was part of a conspiracy to bring about a velvet revolution...
in Iran’. Esfandiari’s interrogations changed in nature, inten-
sity, and locale. She was called upon to answer questions in 
writing, to provide documents and information pertaining to 
her work and life, and to speak on camera in a filmed ‘inter-
view’ that was broadcast nationally. After the interrogations 
and before Esfandiari’s arrest, there were ‘eleven weeks of 
silence. It was a period of anxious waiting’. This hiatus was 
nothing short of psychological torture: ‘My entanglement 
with the Intelligence Ministry meant I would never again 
feel safe in Iran, even at home... My nerves were always on 
edge.... I hated being cooped up in the apartment, but I was 
uncomfortable going out..... The small group of academic 
“insiders” who had generously tried to help me began to dis-
appear from my life.... I could no longer see the beauty of 
the landscape I had always loved.’ In this period, Esfandiari 
gradually realises that while she had always perceived her 
dual Iranian-American nationality to be an accurate reflec-
tion of the two worlds and two cultures between which she 
moved,’ the reality was different:’ ‘My adopted country and 
the country of my birth were engaged in a dangerous, unde-
clared war; and I, and many others like me, were caught in 
their cross fire.’

Finally, in May 2007 Ja’fari announced that Esfandiari was 
being arrested and taken to Evin, to solitary confinement, 
where she would spend the next four months. Her vivid ac-
count of this experience, from her initial blindfolding upon 
entering the prison, depicts an unsensational picture both of 
her treatment and of her own psychological resistance. Only 
once does Esfandiari speak of breaking down, following her 
one visit from her mother: not wanting her captors to see her 
vulnerability, she asked to take a shower. ’In the shower, I let 
go of myself and cried copiously. I cried for what I had done 
to my mother.’ Even small moments of kindness in the prison 
proved hard to bear: when one of the guards brought her a 
flower or when another brought in a rice dish that Esfandiari 
had taught her to cook. Through these women guards, some 
of whom were sympathetic to her plight, Esfandiari portrays 
women’s lives in contemporary Iran different from that of 
Azar Nafisi’s literature students in her memoir Reading Lolita 
in Tehran (2003).

For Esfandiari there was always the American knowledge 
of the actuality of ‘reality as it might be’:…. a passport and a 
plane journey away. But as an Iranian, she was also always 
aware of the ironies of her native society yet not of it. She 
knew that her guards, for the most part, were not her en-
emies; and while shocked, she was perhaps not surprised 
when Ja’fari and ‘the boys,’ his colleagues at the Intelligence 
Ministry, presented her with the gift of a book of Hafez po-
etry at the end of her time in Evin.

London demonstration: Names of writers and poets killed in Iran
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Hussein	Habash
 

Translated by Jawad Wadi

The Fountain
The mother nurses her child, 
Her bosoms are a fountain. 
The female grants her love
free of charge, 
Her heart is a fountain. 
The bird flies on the horizon, 
It’s wings are a fountain. 
The pen dances on the paper, 
Its ink is a fountain. 
The rolling head of the poet 
In the centre of the arena, 
Is a fountain.

Syria

A lover and a lover

We were two
Only two
Passed the gate
Of our old city…..
One was “Jamsheed”
The other was “Mam”
One was looking for
A house, a homeland
And a garden
The other was looking for
A woman and kissing

But the city
Harshly
Chased us
It chased us
Away and away
With whips
Made of lead

Drawing: Gabriella Hargrave
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Symphony of Death
Mikail 	 Is in 	Eldin 

Translated by Anna Gunin

Chechnya

Once more a symphony of death resounds 
without cease,
Humans and subhumans in a sea of fire and 
blood,
Death is a deliverance from torture – longed for 
here at times,
Grief sings slaughtered Love’s requiem.

With pain in my soul I stand before an unseen 
threshold,
A heavy wave of weariness strikes me down,
Prayer alone ascends to Absolute God,
Perhaps, through sincerity of intent He hears me.

I have lived, loved, hated, experienced fear,
So my turn has come to vanish into the dark,
Memory of mine, don’t mourn me at my 
execution. 

In the twilight world no desire remains,
The way is endless, and the way is endlessly sad,
In the enigma of dance I whirl with my own 
Death.

Apti Bisultanov: 
Exiled in Berlin

Sieglinde	Geisel

Apti Bisultanov experiments with both traditional Chechen literary genres 
and free verse. Bisultanov, who has fought as a partisan in Chechnya, is of the 
opinion that religion and poetry cannot be kept apart. 

An editor and copy editor by profession, Apti Bisultanov continued to write 
poetry during the first Chechen war. Unwilling to be a victim for a second 
time, Bisultanov joined the fighters when the second Chechen war broke out 
in 1999. He stayed with them for three years before leaving his native country. 
The significance of this move for him is poignantly described in the first lines 
of a poem dedicated to this farewell: “Both hands grasp the heart / this old 
hedgehog / and firmly patch up all the wounds / like old boots on a shoe-
maker’s awl.”

Bisultanov explains that he has lived in poetry since his childhood. As 
always, whenever he speaks of poetry, his face lights up. Circumstances 
brought him into politics: “If you can really put it like that,” he says. Bisultanov 
hopes that he will at some point in his life be able to devote himself entirely 
to art again. He points out that that very little poetry is being read in Chechnya 
at present. “The beauty of poetry no longer has anything to do with people’s 
everyday lives,” says Bisultanov. “People say that poems could no longer be 
written after Auschwitz. The same now applies to Chechnya.” Of the one mil-
lion Chechens that were alive before the war, some 200,000 have been killed 
in the conflict. Yet, says Bisultanov, there is still more poetry in Chechnya than 
in the West. “Here there is no secret, no sacrament. Everything is standard-
ised.”

Apti Bisultanov is not naive when it comes to the West; he knows that he, 
his attitudes, and his experience do not fit into the Western intellectual scene. 
The poems in his volume entitled Shadow of a Lightning Flash come from a 
world where religion is woven through every fibre of the being. “For me, there 
are no two ways about it: religion and poetry are one and the same. God cre-
ated the world like a poem.” For a religious person, there is no such thing 
as a coincidence. This being the case, it is no surprise that Bisultanov sees 
a deeper meaning in the Chechen war. “Tell the world, which is sacrificing 
Chechnya, / that for the world Chechnya is burning” is a quote from one of 
the few poems he wrote during the war. “The world is revealed in Chechnya,” 
he explains. “We learn the truth about the Russians’ attitude to the Chechens, 
the Russians’ attitude to each other, and the Chechens’ attitude to each other. 
What’s more, the rest of the world reveals its true colours in its silence about 
the war.”

The suffering of the Chechen people is carved into every single Chechen 
family tree. Bisultanov’s father fought in the Red Army. Despite this and the 
fact that he was wounded at the time, he was deported along with the entire 
Chechen population as an “enemy of the people” directly from the front line to 
Kazakhstan in February 1944. Five of his ten children starved. Apti, the young-
est, was the first of them to be born in Chechnya in 1959. He was six years 
of age when his father died from his war wounds. Last year, his mother died 
at the age of 89, having witnessed her village, Goitschu, being razed to the 
ground. In the winter of 2000, the village was surrounded by Russian soldiers. 
The women, children, and old people were driven into a snow-covered field 
where they were forced to remain, exposed to the elements without food or 
water, for ten whole days.

In addition to Bisultanov’s nationally tinted poems, there are others that 
are immediately accessible for non-Chechen readers. The power of the im-
ages in these poems hints that Bisultanov has in his poems “arrived at a place 
where no one else has ever been,” as Joseph Brodsky describes the task of a 
poet. The heart is a central motif in his poetry: “The round nest in the boughs 
/ my heart / in the undergrowth of my ribs,” he writes in the poem “X-ray.” 
That being said, the heart is hardly ever a refuge for private feelings. It is 
“more powerful than the world” and beats for the fate of an entire people. 
The heart is the seat of both bravery and an unshakeable pride that shapes 
Apti Bisultanov’s attitudes, but without the slightest trace of pathos. His an-
ecdotes from the war bear witness to the Chechens’ desire for freedom; the 
Chechens, who have never in their history known feudal structures.

It was only when he went straight from the forests of Chechnya to the Lit-
erature Festival in Berlin that he saw things differently. In the audience were 
a few Germans and a dozen Chechens living in exile. The Germans that were 
there heard something they had never heard before. Ravaged by the depriva-
tion of forest life, the poet-partisan recited his poem “Chaibach” with his eyes 
tightly shut. It was a glimpse of the aesthetics of another world. “I must be 
too archaic for the Germans,” says Bisultanov in an ironic tone that softens 
his estrangement from the West. “The clouds did not stop passing across the 
heavens when the computer was invented. Why then should I disappear?”
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A milky mist, clinging to the 
crowns of the ancient trees, 
shrouded the mountain village 
in a blue-grey haze. The cavalry, 

armed to the teeth, spurred their 
horses to a gallop and flooded 
the sleeping settlement with the 
din of war. Everything fused into 
a blood-drenched nightmare. A 
ray of morning sunlight trying to 
break through the thinning mist 
would have dimmed in horror had 
it possessed the power of vision. 

In the midst of that slaughter, among the 
bodies already growing cold, sat a boy of about 
four, weeping bitterly and tugging incessantly 
at his mother’s hair, tangled with clotted blood. 
His cries were drowned by the groans of the dy-
ing. The soldiers had set fire to the village: any 
harvest crops missed by the flames they hacked 
down with sabres, so that nothing would remain for any 
chance survivors. 

The previous night, before the attack, Nassipat had 
dreamt of when she was small and, terror-stricken by a Rus-
sian attack, was fleeing with her parents into the forest. That 
had happened more than once in her childhood. But on 
this horrific morning, wide awake though she was, fate pro-
longed her nightmare. She saw her husband and children 
being bayoneted before her very eyes. One of her daugh-
ters stretched out her hands to a soldier, appealing for mer-
cy. Yet he pierced the thin little body with his bayonet, and 
the child sank to the ground like a sheaf of corn falling to the 
scythe. Nassipat howled like a wounded beast at this horror, 
her soul grasping its reality, while her mind willed it to be just 
part of her dream. Oblivious of her wounds, she struggled to 
breathe life into those dead children. Then she sank into a 
chasm of unconsciousness. 

A child’s heart-rending cry reawakened her. She attempt-
ed to open her eyes but her swollen lids would not obey. 
Forcing them open, she raised her leaden head, but the sight 
of those torn bodies plunged her once again into the abyss. 

The boy’s plaintive wailing dragged her back into the 
world of the living, the last place she wanted to be. That 

sound gave her strength, and she crawled towards it. A 
smoky mist swirled over the village, veiling the rising sun. 
A column of flame soared skywards and the familiar smell 
of burning cramped her breathing. ‘The maize crops are on 
fire - may you burn like that in hell, infidels!’ she cried. But 
her curses went unheard. The soldiers had left the village. 

Anyway Nassipat would have felt no fear – only blind mater-
nal instinct to rescue the weeping child. Stumbling through 
heaps of corpses, she finally found the half-naked little boy. 

The sobbing, dark-eyed lad was trying desperately to 
rouse his mother. Suddenly he fell silent but, his terror re-
kindled, he screamed in anguish. She grasped his hand and 
staggered towards the familiar forest refuge. 

At last she stopped to rest under an ancient beech-tree, 
whose dense crown shaded them with morning cool. The 
foliage murmured something secret in the breeze. A brook 
babbled in the distance. Nassipat alone knew that both were 
imploring the Almighty to spare the child. She felt like sob-
bing out her own grief to Him, but instead, gulping back the 
lump in her throat, she asked the boy: ‘What’s your name?’ 

Reassured by her kindly eyes, he answered: ‘Salam’. 
‘Salam,’ she repeated softly. ‘What a fine name!’ His 

mouth, previously convulsed with sobbing, stretched into a 
smile. She clasped him to her, her eyes brimming with tears. 
Lulled by her warmth, he fell asleep, and Nassipat aban-
doned herself to memories. 

Imperceptibly, night drew in. The moon’s soft glow lit up 
the mountains. The air smelled of grass. An eagle owl’s be-

Nassipat

Tamara	 Is lamova

This is a reconstruction of the story, passed down by word of mouth, of how my ancestor survived our turbulent past, 
and how history lives on.

29th September 1819: punitive expedition led by General Yermolov. 
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witching call echoed through the forest. But broken-hearted 
Nassipat could see only blasphemy in nature’s beauty. Her 
maternal heart had settled forever in the village that re-
mained her family’s resting-place.

A bridge was cast between this day of horror and that far-
off day when she had been orphaned, at about the same 
age as Salam was now. 

‘Better that I had died then!’ she whispered. ‘But the Al-
mighty let me survive for this child’s sake.’ 

She feared neither her solitude nor wild animals. All feel-
ings had grown numb: saving Salam had become her only 
reason for living. For three days and nights they walked on 
towards her mother’s relatives’ village. The boy whimpered, 
begging her to return to his parents, not fully grasping what 
had happened. Nassipat kept picking young nettles, which 
stung her hands mercilessly; she ground them and ate them 
with Salam, to ward off starvation. In bramble thickets she 
picked the dark, juicy berries and fed them to him.

Evening was drawing in and the mooing cattle, their ud-
ders heavy with milk, were returning home, dust billowing in 
their wake. Only recently, her own cow would have returned 
in just the same way, but now there was no cow, no village, 
no family. That lump in her throat was back again, hindering 
her breathing.

Summoning their last ounce of strength, they followed 
the herd into the village. 

Nassipat knocked on the woven willow gates of an old 
house. In the spacious courtyard, her relative Khalipat was 
tethering her cow, just back from the pasture. Sensing some-
one’s presence, she turned round, but could barely recog-
nise the woman before her as the Nassipat she had known. 
Throwing down the cow’s halter, weeping and wailing, she 
flung her arms around Nassipat, who also gave free rein to 
her tears. Then, pierced by a searing pain, she fell to the 
ground, swallowed up by darkness again. Salam took fright 
and whimpered softly. 

When she regained consciousness, she was lying on a 
wooden sofa bed, her relatives bustling around her, and 
Salam settled close by; he would not stir from her side. 

 ‘Now that you’ve returned from that world, you will live 
for a hundred years,’ Khalipat rejoiced. 

‘It clearly isn’t my destiny to die,’ Nassipat said softly, her 
face lighting up as her gaze fell upon Salam. 

‘You have a remarkable little son,’ said her hostess. This 
was no time to speak of those children left behind in the 
massacre. It did her good to hear praise of her son. 

Every day they were given fresh milk and maize bread. 
As guests, they occupied the best bed, received the best 
food, and were shown particular courtesy, while their hosts 
lay down to sleep on the floor and refrained from eating to 
leave more for the newcomers. 

As Nassipat gradually recovered, a separate house was 
built for her and Salam, where, as members of Djamirza’s 
family, they were supplied with all essentials. Her body re-
trieved its lost vigour and her cheeks grew pink again; only 
the fire in her black eyes did not return. And conversation 
was something she could not endure, giving her a reputa-
tion for taciturnity. The boy too regained his spirits, not ap-
pearing unduly traumatised. Although his grief was some-
times visible, he never complained, in proud solitude, like 
a wolf-cub that had lost its mother. Seeing this, Nassipat’s 
heart ached, and those dreadful events flashed through her 
mind again. Everything that remained intact in her injured 
soul went into rearing her adopted son. Yet she made no 
show of her boundless affection, for that was not custom-
ary; boys were brought up according to the strict laws of the 
mountains.

One evening she was watching from the window as Salam 
chopped wood. Despite his youth, he already showed the at-
tributes of a grown man. His resolute nature was manifest. 
He needed to be growing up under male guidance, and the 
day was approaching when he would leave her.

‘Soon you shall go over to Djamirza’s house to gather in 
the crops for seven years,’ she said softly. Djamirza was a 
courageous warrior, often wounded in combat. ‘I am ready’, 
answered Salam. He became a serious, responsible boy, like 
his own father, who had perished on that fateful morning, 
whose bravery had won him the esteem of his peers – a 
Chechen’s highest honour. Salam was kind and responsive, 
but would not pardon an insult; he would fight doggedly if 
unjustly provoked. At Djamirza’s house he would also be 
trained from the age of seven as a defender of his Mother-
land. 

Salam prospered under Djamirza’s guidance, a worthy 
and attentive son to Nassipat, who took pride in his success-
es and the authority he earned among those around him. At 
fifteen he joined in fighting against the Russians, although 
Djamirza was opposed to this, considering him too young. 
Djamirza’s children became Salam’s own brothers and sis-
ters, and he was much envied for having not one but two 
adoring mothers and an exemplary father. He married early 
on his own initiative, but with the support of Djamirza and 
Nassipat. He considered it his duty to ensure a worthy suc-
cession. 

Salam dreamed of returning to his native village, but was 
afraid of giving offence to his adoptive father, Djamirza. Nev-
ertheless he did later return there, and fathered three sons 
and two daughters. Salam took part in a number of cam-
paigns against the Russians and finally gave his young life in 
the cause of freedom, in the hope that we, his descendants, 
would never have to bear the colonial yoke and could live 
free and equal, as Chechens are born on this earth. 

Salam died in 1840, aged twenty-five.
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‘Writing Home’ by Exiled Writers Ink, April 2009
was a theatre production created and acted by ex-

iled and non-exiled writers from Bosnia and London. 
The performances took place in Mostar and Tuzla at 
the Mostarski Teatar Mladih and Teatar Kabare Tuzla. 
Mostar is a war-scarred town divided into Muslim and 

Croat areas. The production brought together writers of different 
ethnicities and those who left with those who stayed. The piece fo-
cused on the meaning of ‘home’ in times of war and its aftermath; 
on mythology and history, loss and exile and on making a place for 
oneself in and through writing. The script was created from literary 
work by the writers who also acted in the production. Seven per-
formers were involved – three from London and four from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. 

From London: Sofia Buchuck, Amna Dumpor and Edin Suljic. 
From Mostar: Sonja Juric, Elvedin Nezirovic and Adnan Zetica
From Tuzla: Jasmin Saletovic
The literary work by the Bosnians of Bosnia-Herzegovina was translated by Edin Suljic.
The director, Ernst Fischer, commented ‘‘Writing Home’ though by no means devoid of interpersonal tensions and lo-

gistical difficulties, was to my mind a very successful project overall. It created a framework for both, artistic and personal 
exchange between Bosnian poets of various religious and cultural affinities and, maybe even more importantly, between 
those writers, who had moved abroad to escape the ethnic troubles in the early 1990s and those, who, for various reasons, 
had stayed behind. By individually exploring the meaning and scope of the concept of ‘home’, the participants discovered 
much that united them and realised that feelings of guilt or envy that  some of them may have nurtured were exaggerated 
and largely inappropriate, considering the highly complex political issues and personal life histories involved. The writing 
was of a high standard throughout and the participants’ commitment and dedication to the project, on the whole, a great 
pleasure to witness.’

                                                                                                                                                         Extracts                                                                                                                                      
Elvedin Nezirovic

Spotlight on Elvedin:

I am called Ragib and once upon a time I was a stonemason. It is already the three thousand nine hundred and sixty fourth 
day that I am like this, a monster and a cripple, dying slowly in my own body and at the hands of one who is secretly disgusted 
by me – my wife Vasvija. A landmine cut off my legs and mutilated my body, so I’m blind in one eye, as well as mute.

I am called Ragib and I rarely leave my house. My thirst for other people stopped long ago. An old pen with a - mother-of- 
pearl - cap is my only link with the rest of the world. I speak through it and thus distinguish myself from the dead silence of 
objects and walls. With its help I can be what God is not allowing me to be – a human being. I am Ragib.

Light off on Elvedin, light on on group
Various voices:  Here I ... I ... I ... I am ... I ... I ... I am ... I am a plural noun
Light off on group, light on on Elvedin 
 I am the one on whose window sill a flower wilted this morning. I have one eye left, but have no tears to water it; a well 

inside me has dried up and so, though it has been given to me to suffer, I am forbidden to cry.
Yes, I am called Ragib and you must have heard of me if you have ever walked down the alley. I don’t know how to speak, 

so I write down what can’t come out of my mouth. I don’t go anywhere and I don’t show myself to anyone, that way my pain 
is smaller, since it has not been touched by others. 

My name is Ragib and since I became a cripple, I have not dreamt. I am not afraid to go to sleep, but I am afraid to wake 
up; and like that – forever – one of my eyes looks into this world and the other into the World Beyond.

I am called Ragib, the one whose wife cheated on him yesterday. During the war I lost my legs, but in peace I grew horns; 
don’t ask me if I know which curse lies heavier on me.

I am called Ragib. I am a stonemason, who cuts words with his hands – words of stone.

Bosnia

Conflict  Zone

Photo: Mostar by Jennifer Langer
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The Year is 1992
Amna	Dumpor

The year is 1992. Still vivid in my memory, I can 
see my dad playing chess in the courtyard during 
the short cease fire. I can see my mum, going about 
her usual business of preparing dinner. I can see an 
empty and deserted street, a simple reminder that 
nothing is the same anymore. I see myself suddenly 
lost in my own town, my own life. The air is filled 
with that special smell, nostalgic smell, which is usu-
ally associated with memories of childhood, the first 
kiss and first love; all those memories which are now 
slowly diminishing in the presence of overwhelming 
fear and uncertainty, threatening me with oblivion.                                                                                                                                        
          Leaving my hometown, I can see the distant lights 
and the heavy red clouds hanging over my beloved 
city. I can see the buildings disappear behind a wall of 
dust, and then the curtain drops – I can see nothing.

When I open my eyes, I see a road stretching ahead 
of me; I am lost again and I ask myself: “who am I if I 
don’t have my heart and my soul with me? Did I leave 
myself behind and where is this road taking me, to 
nowhere or to new beginnings and a new life?” I shall 
find out and I will – who knows – maybe – some day – 
return

They Follow my Every Step
Edin	Sulj ic

They follow my every step. They know me well.
All my mistakes, all the things I loved. They know all my secret shortcuts.                            
They turn up at the right corner long before I get there. And I don’t try to run 
away.          
How could I? After all, I too know them well
I fed them. I got drunk with them night after night
We sat around a table. I looked into their eyes.                                                                                  
I held their hands. Some I kissed, many I held in my arms.            
And I betrayed them, many a time
So I wait, knowing they are waiting.                                                                                                      
I hope they will come out of the shadows.                                                                                       
But they don’t. They won’t come closer.                                                                                        
They wouldn’t let me smell their perfume                                                                                         
or inhale a wisp of their cigarette smoke
Like this, we remain forever locked in;                                                                                                   
they who never leave me, I, who never let go of them.

Most of all I fear you, my love.                                                                                                                 
You know every hollow under my skin; you know when I breathe out
 You could stop my heart with one touch ... but you don’t ..
You just lay there at night, next to me, under our blanket,                                                         
encircling every bend of my body
There we remain forever in waiting.                                                                                                      
I, who is waiting for your kiss, for a blow
and you, who is waiting for my hope to fade away.                                                                      
But the blow doesn’t come and the hope doesn’t fade.

Photo: Jennifer Langer

Photo: Tuzla by Jennifer Langer
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On Today’s Day
Jasmin	Saletovic

On today’s day, one hundred years ago, someone 
sighed an empty sigh
thinking that no-one before him, and certainly no-
one after him would sigh such an empty sigh;
in the eye sockets of a hangman’s noose his sigh 
got lost squeezing out unprepared screams into the 
trenches, the last drops of glucose from the muscles 
of craftsmen and the last ruddiness from painters’ 
canvases;
the domes of churches were too small to fit all the 
angels underneath,
the minarets of mosques were too low for sighting 
the rings of Saturn, 
too blunt to prickle the soles of self-proclaimed 
revolutionaries
and too real to stretch the springs of timepieces;
deep in folklore my name is carved
and this boulevard
that’s my death squad
and these pavements
they are my observatories
and this snow
that’s my ashes

I am starting to feel alone
Sofia 	Buchuck

I am starting to feel alone in here,                                                                                                                       
the only one in this wintry house,                                                                                                          
crushing my body in the arms of silence.                                                                                                 
I am so insignificant in the face of this war.                                                                                           
Mother smiles at me from the mirror,                                                                                                         
you, my sister, left behind.                                                                                                                   
Everything has the perfume of dust.                                                                                                              
The purple violets are not flowering yet;                                                                                                       
I smell baked biscuits in the emptiness.
The phone rang a week ago;                                                                                                                                     
it was you leaving this country                                                                                                                           
in tears and broken shouts.                                                                                                                                    
Ten years of immigration nightmare.                                                                                                       
Brutal endings;                                                                                                                                         
                     the cherries in the market stare,                                                                                                                                     
red with grief.                                                                                                                                           
                          Millions of kilometres start to divide us                                                                                                                      
more and more every day.
I need to pack your luggage,                                                                                                                                      
resting full of dreams at my feet;                                                                                                                                
love letters, unfinished,                                                                                                                                      
 years of court cases to be saved;                                                                                                                 
they finally die poisonous and heavy.                                                                                                                       
I am trying to pack your heartbeats,                                                                                                         
collecting them one by one.                                                                                                                                             
I’ll send them to Peru                                                                                                                                             
           with the last breath of cherries

Photo: Jennifer Langer

Photo: Jennifer Langer
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Sticking to my Soul

Sonja	 Juric

Sticking 
to my soul: a worn-out dress,
a knight’s armour, 
is growing ever heavier,
becoming unbearable –
deceit.

Somewhere
behind, hidden and far away,
I am barely breathing – 
waiting, doubting.

Between
the two of us, desire signals
for one of us to stop –
existing.

I am taking off my tired 
dress of life;
a thousand masks fall
to the ground.

My soles are still white
despite treading hot sand 
toward the sun
I wanted to go

I have left.

Twelve thirteen, it showed

Adnan	Zetica

Twelve thirteen, it showed;
on the cover an engraving: For fifteen years of work

The technical characteristics of the watch are to tick on a heartbeat;
it can work for forty-eight hours without a pulse, no batteries needed

A good strap and brand
Impart it a specific material value

Everyone took something: boots, a water bottle, a jacket, and I took off the watch –
the corpse from whose wrist I removed it had been lifeless less than two days

I took it to a watchmaker; he examined it and said everything was alright
I put it around my wrist, but it won’t work – around his, it ticks

I even thought to remodel it,
so, instead of on a heartbeat, it would work on batteries, but it wouldn’t 

I take it to another watchmaker – the story is repeated: on his heartbeat it ticks,
but on mine it can’t, as if you weren’t human, he said to me

Photo: from the production: Jennifer Langer

Drawing: Gabriella Hargrave
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Mentoring has existed on an informal basis in the literature world for 
centuries with established writers taking younger, or less experienced 
writers under their wing and presenting them as their protégés. In re-
cent years, however, the relationship between mentor and mentee 

has been formalised and professionalised. Exiled Writers Ink ran its first mentoring 
and translation scheme in 2007 for writers who were unable to get work published in 
the UK despite having strong track records in their native country.

Exiled Writers Ink National Mentoring 
and Translation Project

Adapted by Esther Lipton from articles and reports by the Project organiser, Dr Nathalie Teitler

In the second year of the scheme, again generously 
funded by The Arts Council England, twelve writers were 
selected out of sixty-one applicants. EWI attracted high cal-
ibre writers such as Bernardine Evaristo, Stephen Knight, 
Graham Fawcett and Blake Morrison as mentors and Rob-
ert Chandler and Stephen Watts as translators.

The writers selected for the translation scheme and 
their translators were:

Adnan Hussein - Iraqi, fiction: Fathieh Saudi/Maria Eu-
genia Bravo Calderara – Chilean, poetry: Robert Chan-
dler and Nathalie Teitler/Adnan al Sayegh - Iraqi, poetry:  
Stephen  Watts and Marga Burgui- Artajo / Gareeb Iskander 
– Iraqi, poetry:  Fathieh Saudi and Sally Thompson/Mariana 
Zavati- Romanian, poetry: Dr Ina Storm/Ziba Karbassi - Ira-
nian, poetry: Stephen Watts

Writers selected for the mentoring scheme and their 
mentors were: Awet Yohans - Ethiopian, fiction: Bernar-
dine Evaristo/Bart Wolffe – South African, fiction: Graham 
Fawcett/Almir Koldzic - Croatian, fiction: Stephen Knight/ 
Andrea Pisac - Croatian, fiction: Blake Morrison/ Fathieh 
Saudi - Jordanian,.poetry: Graham Fawcett                           

All participants completed and benefited from both 
schemes and gave positive feedback.  EWI will enter some 
of the chap books for the Michael Marks Pamphlet prize.

“For me this publication is a very important one. It is 
my first publication in English and it is a publication which 
summarised more than thirty years of my work…....I will be 
forever in debt to Exiled Writers Ink for helping me in this 
way ……” Maria Eugenia Bravo Calderara. “I am impressed 
by the sheer quality of need of and aptitude for the men-
toring process exhibited by the mentees chosen by EWI…
It has been a pleasure and a privilege working with the 
mentees. EWI’s support, simply by being there, cannot be 
under-estimated.” Graham Fawcett. “EWI has provided me 
with a lifeline in a time of drowning, a period of attempt-
ing to find my feet on solid ground upon my coming to 
England. Programmes such as the mentoring scheme af-
ford displaced writers such as myself a vote of confidence 

in their validity and continued existence, to assure alien-
ated authors and poets that there is hope for a future and 
not just a forgotten past.” Bart Wolffe

“The mentoring was rewarding - there were laughs as 
well as serious discussions.” Blake Morrison.

The final showcase was held at Amnesty International 
Action Centre in May 2009. Whilst it is too early to fully 
assess the outcome of this year’s scheme we can report 
that some of the writers on last year’s scheme have had 
great success. Mir Mahfuz Ali was short-listed for the New 
Writing Ventures prize. Bashir al-Gamar performed at the 
South Bank for the Africa festival. Shereen Pandit’s work 
is being performed at a theatre in New York will be read 
on radio in October. Works by Hasan Bamyani, Mogib Has-
san, Shirin Razavian and Bashir Al-Gamar were read at the 
Edinburgh International Book Festival 2009. To date, this 
year’s participants have had the following successes. Ad-
nan Al-Sayegh participated in a literature festival in Ha-
vana, Cuba. Gareeb Iskander and Adnan Al-Sayegh have 
been approached by publishers about their poetry. Maria 
Eugenia Bravo Calderara’s poetry will be included in Lejos 
de Casa: Memoria de Chilenas en Inglaterra: Away from 
Home: a collection of narratives of Chilean women in Eng-
land. Andrea Pisac was a guest reader at the Fourth Short 
Story Festival in Belgrade. All the writers have been fea-
tured in ‘Exiled Ink’ magazine and performed at various 
Exiled Lit Café events. 

Undoubtedly the mentoring and translation provided 
an invaluable and unique experience for the participants 
allowing the writers to fulfil their potential. To quote Mir 
Mahfuz Ali “The mentoring scheme was one of the most 
exciting, challenging and fulfilling experiences of my life… 
I am busy performing and publishing, something I had not 
dreamt could happen. Without the Exiled Writers scheme 
and the project manager who provided exactly the right 
help at the time I needed it, I would never have been able 
to have this success.” No doubt this year’s participants 
share his views.
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Translated by Marga Burgui-Artajo and Stephen Watts 

Lying on my back 
and looking up at the sky  
I count the sighs rising up to God each day 
and the drops of rain dripping from His eyelids 
and I call Him on the phone and  
ask for Him 
His pretty secretary replies 
that these days He’s so busy 
so snowed under 
with all our tattered petitions stacked in the store rooms. 
Oh my lady, I mouth at her, I so need to see Him 
if only for one moment 
but He’s never replied 
whatever I’ve asked. 
I want to appeal to Him before I take leave of my 
miserable 
                                                                                             life 
and before He lays before me the inventory of my sins : 
My God, the Most Just 
did I lose such a vast paradise 
simply on account of one apple 
was it because of but one fallen angel 
that I had so to prostrate myself in humiliation ? 
……………….. 
Our Father … 
Our Father most Merciful 
I know You won’t make fun of me as they do 
but I feel miserable and without hope 
I simply want a patch of this earth to lay me down 
shoeless to
                                                                                              sleep 
just one loaf of bread from among the teeming ears of 
wheat 
 that sway before me like dancing waists 
 
I sit in front of the door of the Kufa Mosque 
I sit in front of the Cathedral of Lund 
I sit in front of the Wailing Wall 
I sit in front of the temple of Buddha 
my hand palm-pressed to my knee 
and I see how many times we’ve raised our hunched 
backs 
and how many times we’ve bowed ourselves down 
and in spite of all this 
no-one pays any attention to our guttered gush of tears 
Ah, I want to go one day to His Kingdom to see 
where the clouds of our moaning end up 
and this planet that has been rotating 
with our scuffles & drums, our curses & supplications  
down so many millions of years
as to wake Him from His cosmic siesta 
that He might look out from His balcony 
and observe us : 

And who knows 
maybe He’s gotten bored with our grievances 
and has turned His Holy Face away 
and forgotten us forever. 

It seems I’m kicking the terrestrial globe with pokey 
shoes 
and that I’m not letting it hit the ground 
until I can pass it back to Him  
And then He can reply to me 
out of sight of the exegetes & dervishes & preachers : 
if You & only You were master of the hidden 
and disclosed not Your secrets to anyone, 
then how did Satan come to know 
that I’d ravage havoc on this planet 

And if You denied me 
the blood of grapes 
then why did You allow it to others ? 
 
And if the wicked could not get on board Noah’s Ark 
but were instead drowned in the seas 
how are they come back to this Earth again ? 
 

“When heaven shall be split asunder, and listen to and 
obey its Lord, as it must, and when the earth shall be 
stretched out and shall cast forth all that was in it and be 
empty…”1  

What will happen to Van Gogh’s paintings, 
          & Mutanabbi’s qasidas, 
       & Shakespeare’s plays, 
     & the Nahj al-Balagha , 
               & Mozart’s music ? 

And what will be left us in the museums of Paradise ?  

And if in Your vast Paradise I could find 
 ink & 
  wine & 
   reed-pens 
then might I publish my poems 
without need of the censor ? 
…………. 
And if You were to give me 
ten thousand houris to dandle 
what would be left for my Love ? 

And 

And  

Luleå, Sweden  3rd April 1998

1       Verses 1-4, Sura 84 (The Splitting Asunder),”The Qur’an”.

From the Chap Books 

Deleted Part Of ‘Risalat al-Ghufran’
Adnan	Al -Sayegh
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It does not matter
that my defeat before you
was caused by the rose
we abandoned there to fade
so long ago

you blushing 
as we reached the end of the game of illusion 
we had created on the cold rooftops

I was close to biting one of your tender fingers
that night 
when the sky poured its wrath upon us

It does not matter
if others too may speak of despair
for you were and always will be 
the single shining falsehood
of memory eased by forgetfulness

So we think of you
as you turn aside from passion 

Damn you 
you cut down anger with tenderness
as if it were a spreading fig tree

That last night before our separation
you whispered:

“They depart
I don’t know why
the flowers of longing fade
I don’t know why
the falling tears sigh
I don’t know why”

Your eclipse was gentle 
like your hands
pointing to the wasteland of the night
and the descending gloom 

In that box of ashes
entitled family history
I try to subdue my soul
with the dew from which you drink of happiness
whilst you make good their endless lies:

“The wars we lost were absolutely sacred
the men returning after a long night
to nameless tombstones”

Our glorious life 
shone like stars before you
as you adorned yourself before the mirror
the witness
who gave to life its false history

So come then
oh woman
clouds and thunder of my life 
as I try to subdue my body also
with the perfume you exude

I know the coming nights will meet at your centre
and in your glow
the ugliness of the world will dissolve
as you pass across the bridge of ancient memory
untouched by pain

So
you are mistress 
of the conscience of the world.

A chariot of illusion
Gareeb	Iskander

Translated by Fathieh Saudi and Sally Thompson

One day at sunset a grey
shadow arose from the river:
transparent, its water turned into
a mirror of my life, this river, 
dark water, muddy water, troubled water,
where I dreaded the end of life.

The river has halted its flow,
silent for a second,

sparkling in another,
light erupts from the depths of the water,
bursting through the invisible.

Stillness offers me a final choice
the river gives me a safety net
 
laughing waters send me warmth
and connect me with my soul.

I become, in that moment,
the daughter of the Thames.

Daughter of the Thames
Fathieh	Saudi
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Beirut
Fathieh	Saudi

 
To Mona Saudi

My childhood taught me the alphabet.

Beirut taught me the language of life,
for her I raise an altar in my heart.

How does a city come to be in pain,
like you and I?

Beirut city of the soul, my body embraces you.
What am I - 

observer or  witness?
Can I stop consciousness knocking on my heart?

What can we do to stem the flood?

In Beirut I saw the walls of the world
built with bombs, with burning iron.

In Beirut I understood the meaning of life.
I touched the human essence.

Beirut , O  remain with me
protect the rhythm of my soul.

For the sake of hope,
of a just world without walls.

Collage Eleven
Ziba	Karbassi

Translated by Stephen Watts

As much as I try to run from death-ness, my height 
doesn’t suit  
      life’s patience 
Patience 
Has the aura of dropsy rain 
Stiffened downpours of risk & un-worry 
And calloused fingers don’t know how to   how to in this 
dank dark 
Put right my hat   or   yellow-shiny coat of rain   over my 
head 
When the only pearl of rain is not my pearl 
In this shot-earth  his breath is not here 
And I am not   earth-less   I’m breath-less 
In this short-voice   not even breath breathes   between 
walking feet 
I cannot walk    straight into this poem 
I can’t grow taller 
When he is not shore   I cannot sea 
On the metal nerves of this town  no instrument of 
music can play me 
Under infected teeth   my feet start to break-dance 
As much as I try to run away from death-ness my height 
doesn’t fit with  
                life’s 
patience 
As much as I try to chrysalis myself from this 
mausoleum  
Always the collapsing walls are too tardy for my head 
As much as I try to gulp in this sea   salt of its salt   I 
becalm 
My feet run away from me   I dwindle into the distance 
The lessen of my life  always the diminished me 
Leave me be 
I have wasted away 
Death   death is most welcome 
Only in the embrace of my grave   engrave this : I had 
only his embrace 
less in this life 
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n my forgotten universe, there is something buried deep inside my 
soul. A lost sense of horizon. So long since I have walked amidst the 
giant “Acacia albida” trees in the sweltering Zambezi valley or at Mana 
where the elephant meander and pick the acacia pods, a twisted 
cluster of rich protein and a favourite food of the great beasts.
Damn!  Dogs shelter as men do from the dripping rain and unbegotten 
skies, amidst the streets’ huddled folk. The swirled umbrellas bash 
edges, blow inside out and drip on the shoulders of passers by. 
The warmest kiss is the blast of a bus’s backside passing. Cafes are 
crowded, comfort sought from the street’s wet world. Eyes loom, 
bleary, unfocused, over the cold remains of coffee cups while musical 
wallpaper dampens the space between emptiness and the noise 
outside.
Yes, sleep does not come easily. That was one of the first things to be 
found, arriving on these new shores. Sleep ceased. As did peace and 
familiarity. No birds sang from a land called home. No old friend’s face 
beckons, no tree blossoms purple-blooded flowers like the “Adansonia 
digitalis”, on a dusty lowveld plain. (Were those baobab flowers really 
purple?)I
Flotsam 

(Extract)

Bart 	Wolffe
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I see the stranger now, darting past the reflection in the 
shop-front glass. There he goes, eyes downcast, no-name, 
another nobody, anonymity. What language will he speak? 
Greek? Possibly Polish. Silence haunts the man in frame, in 
question. Another no-name amongst the many. For he is one. 
First person for the experience of life in London, 3rd person 
singular in his alienation and observance. Something wants 
deeply to be symbiotic and organically entwined with anoth-
er soul and life in meaning, intimate and true. Something, 
so weary inside, seeks rest. It is a fractured thing right now, a 
broken spirit, a defeated and separated being with his mind 
in fragments, making his or my observances. The biography 
of journals and diaries searching for sense in it all… 

How many untold stories and histories bump, collide, 
pass in the blind ebb tide’s drift? In reality, it is something 
of the past which has been displaced, like a broken dream, 
a private betrayal. Is there a glass splinter in the eye that 
brings on the tears? 

I may not know them all, but of those wilder and more 
empty shores I have visited, my soul has been fed with 
peace. Not the shipwreck world of a concrete jungle asprawl 
with chaos. Not the noise pollution that assaults the brain 
of one who listened for so many years to the distances filled 
with songs of space: acres of crickets, fields of frogs at night, 
diamond skies full with the sonic imprint of nightjars, the 
sound of a far-off lioness, the drumming of the rain across 
a vast horizon.

Are we all secret wanderers with the call of escape rooted 
in our souls? An unanswered question. The only message in 
a bottle on my tidemark of discarded filth is the occasional 
dropped hair band, a dirty penny, butt-end or crumb for 
which the pigeons squabble. Dick Whittington’s London is 
paved with guilt, not gold.

(The clock ticks on. Another day, another cycle broken.)
The day begins again, crawling out of dirty bed linen 

into dirtier jeans and shirt. A quick cup of tea swilled down 
makes for a cheaper breakfast, enough to take the vitamins 
and medicine at a single swallow. I water the plant on my 
window sill and step outdoors, closing the nest of dreams 
behind me for another day.

It’s past William Hill, the betting shop not yet open, gain-
ing speed like a hobbled racehorse slow to start and the 
commuters who gather for the 29, the 253 bus. On, I plod, on 
and slowly, my thrombosis and bad circulation getting worse 
from the day’s first cigarette, on towards the Camden Town 
tube station, to board the Edgware-bound train to Golders 
Green where my menial work awaits.

Bump and collide of crowded bodies hidden behind I-
pods and papers, the morning Metro news drawing a mean-
ingless blank in the morning gaze.

Blank
Space
Pause
Beat
Breathe
A Bit…
It could be caused by exile, loss of home, a broken mar-

riage. Perhaps he is a victim of a far-off war. A loss of belief 
and identity in the world where even one’s neighbour has no 
known name. Loss of income? Now, yes, in a city that bleeds 

the bank balance as brutally as London does, that’s another 
reason for becoming second-class, especially where redun-
dancy creeps in. There seems no way out of  endless strug-
gle to pay back what is owed, to the bank, to friends, try and 
catch up while life like disappearing health is slipping away 
down the drain. After all, the world economy is on the brink 
of collapse. The bright balloon of hope has been deflated to 
a limp rag, a damp imploded bubble. Peace has long since 
fled its mothering skirts in these gutters. 

(Like a bird of paradise or a lyre bird, he had his nest in 
Nature, a secret bower. It was in a garden in Africa where 
next to the tumbling waterfall that spilt into the swimming 
pool, he sat drinking coffee, surrounded by lines of pots with 
magical things growing in the shade of the pergola under 
the amethyst of bougainvillea flowers overhanging him. The 
little geckos ran up and down the walls. On the garden ta-
ble, a bonsai perched. The dwarfed tree in a narrow tray, a 
twisted elm growing over a flat stone, a little dragon keeping 
guard  over the internalised landscape within that wider sur-
rounding peace. Doves murmured in branches overhead, 
birds gathered round his feet. Friends came and went and 
periodically he would strip off his shorts and dive naked into 
the pool soaring the full underwater depth and surfacing 
with a shout of acclamation for the joy life brought.)

Look how the bedraggled shelter in doorways, waiting for 
something, someone, nothing, eking out the time. Loitering 
without intent. Police contend more time is spent on dealing 
with drunks and alcohol abuse than serious crime. Numb 
the reason, numb the pain, try and forget, seek escape. 
Cheap booze.That’s the working class elixir, their poisoned 
milk. Here comes the Chinese seller of illicit DVD’s, skulking 
like a creature with something to hide beneath his coat. Bro-
ken English “deeweedee-deeweedee?”and broken dreams 
“youlikebluemovie-youwant?” in the city of lost souls, lost 
silence. 

Someone spits at your feet, one yellow gob of throaty 
phlegm. Insult added to ugly injury. In Victorian England it 
would have been a match seller. Or a Mayfair lady with two 
blooms for a penny. The alternate economy of survival. A 
drug-seller at a bus stop palms “Blue Diamond” ecstasy tab-
lets to a young mother with her pram and hapless child in 
tow. Sidestep. A thought slaps sideways, stinging the cheek 
like a forgotten tear. Memories of mercy, a mother’s love. 

(Mother, where are you now? Is there a sunlit window 
from which you can see me wandering lost? There was also 
a black woman, round and bright as an ebony berry, who 
fed the baby from her breast. “ Nan”, his other mother from 
another life. Her arms held him as her own child, close and 
warm. From a cave somewhere, the sound of laughter chuck-
les, like a spring of water gurgling, tumbling out and spilling 
to the dusty ground. Where is she now? Far, somewhere, her 
spirit dances beneath the sun across silent hills.)

 Move on. Bedlam. From the “greasy spoons”, the smell 
of chips and bacon mingle with the stench of bogged drains 
and the filthy canal. Old papers clog the arterial drains like an 
unflushed toilet and  time erodes itself, uncoiling the hopes 
of sun drip by drip, a dissolution of smiles from the grey 
skies. Is this the mood of the Almighty in England? Perma-
nently glowering and grim as the eye of heaven vanished?  
Wet feathers perch and shiver under the bridge. The man 
passes by. Another man among the multitude of nobodies. 
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Oracle
 
No one knows, as they are born,
of their own birth.
Dark mouths will voice omens,
dark mouths will tell you the roads,
but there are too many roads
and you will lose yourself among them.

And after accepting with a bitter
or resigned sneer the life
allotted you by the gods,
after forgetting that there was ever a time
of choices, of so many choices to choose between,
after so many nights
of the moon dripping its cold fire onto your face,
after so many days of the sun
burning you with its red rays,
you will know
that you are unhappy.

One day, with burnt skin,
bleeding feet and parched lips,
you will come back from the centre of the earth,
tired, wiser and with a smile forever hardened;
and you will know
that you are unhappy.

If you are lucky, one day
love will come looking for you.
And then, under the young moon,
to the beat of an old tune,
you will dance dances
you did not know you can dance.

By dawn, water’s eternal youth
will be washing your skin.   
and you will have been born
again.

Only love, you will know,
only children, only new life
are precious.
Only love.
Remember. Don’t forget.
Only love.

Only love.

Maria 	Eugenia	Bravo	Calderara

Translated by Robert Chandler

About My Loneliness
 
We have walked so long
together,
my loneliness, my shadow and I
that we no longer
even need to talk.
 
We three sisters
are never loud:
we adapt
like beasts of burden
to the calendar’s law,
to the turning seasons,
to dark premonitions,
and we are present
almost every day
at our own funeral.
 
Only love might
save us from this
slow walk towards night,
towards eternal cold
in the earth’s womb.
 
Only love.
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In the first waking moment, before opening her eyes, 
she would smile contentedly and stretch her arms and legs 
underneath the duvet. The window of her bedroom was al-
ways slightly open and the smell of chestnut blossom would 
reconnect her with the memory of her Zagreb home – the 
east facing bedroom allowing the bold rising sun to peep 
through the blinds, the towelly sheets pleasantly rubbing 
against her skin just enough to make her feel alive. It was 
the sweetest betrayal she knew. As if a residential street in 
Brixton was Zagreb and could numb her feelings of loss. Like 
finding a new lover the same as the old. That was her plan – 
to replace one home with another. But each morning, after 
opening her eyes, she frowned in pain. The illusion of be-
ing back home couldn’t repair her: one moment savouring 
the smells of home, the next, having the dream taken away 
from her. London was cruel. So whenever she couldn’t con-
trol herself, she hated it. 

‘The smells that remind you of back home’, Tanya had 
once told her ‘don’t really exist. The memory of what your 
hometown used to smell like is so deeply wedged inside 
your lungs that wherever you find yourself afterwards, you 
get reminded of that loss. Normally it takes six to eight 
months.’ 

‘Six to eight months for what?’ Masha had asked.
‘To start sniffing the smells around you as if they were 

real. But they aren’t’. 
‘How do you know all this?’
‘I’ve been there. Fifteen years of exile,’ she laughed. 
‘It’s a good thing, then?’ Masha said, eyes wide open, like 

a child checking if she really won a game of some sort. ‘It 
means you have stolen your own home and you are carrying 
it in your brain.’

‘Something like that.’ 
But to Masha, a sense of home stolen from the real place 

was, in fact, a home lost. A place which existed only as a 
thought. She couldn’t rely on it in the past nor reach for it 
in the future. But if she didn’t have to mourn her lost home 
or create a new one in London, she could build an isolated 
bubble of contentment inside. Her own sadness-proof 
chamber. 

Having sorted her morning confusion, Masha would join 
Tanya and Suzy in the kitchen and share a cheerful cup of 
coffee with them. Tanya always insisted the first coffee of the 
day should be Turkish. She had an old copper pot that had 
been welded by her neighbour who owned a shop in Bas-
carsija, an old part of Sarajevo. Whoever came to their house 
was introduced to the coffee pot as if it were a loving pet. 
Copper is the only material that brews proper coffee, Tanya 
lectured proudly. And don’t be misguided by the fake steel 
ones which look too perfect. The more dents a pot has, the 
better coffee it makes. Because you know it has been made 
the old way. The handle is an important detail too. A proper 
Turkish coffee pot has a detachable wooden handle. Wood 
protects you from heat, but you need to protect wood from 
rotting in the wash by taking it off. They thought of every-
thing, the old guys. 

Suzy was slowly introduced and then subdued into drink-
ing strong coffee after spending the whole night answering 
the horoscope hot-lines. After the night shift, Masha and 
Tanya always got a full report on Suzy’s customers. Who was 
keen on who and were their stars aligned. Who was leaving 
because their Venus was in opposition with their partner’s 
Mars. Who was ready to suffer for longer because Suzy has 
promised them that the bad quadrant would soon be turn-
ing into an energetic trigon. When Suzy was interviewed for 

Two of a kind

Extract from Chapter Two from Two of a Kind – a novel in progress

Andrea	Pisac

Morning was the time when Masha hated London most. Actually, it was the 
only time she was not able to control her feelings. As the day moved on 
and her rational brain woke up from its slumber, she would create a list of 
all the things she liked about London. I like London for being anonymous. 

I like London for accepting people from all over the world. I like London parks. I like squir-
rels. Fruit available out of season. Cheap calling cards. Gradually, a snowball of London 
virtues would roll over her gloom and home-sickness. But, in the morning, there was 
nothing to protect Masha from the gnawing sadness. 
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the job, she was quite honest. She admitted her level of astrology was barely enough to understand the daily horoscope 
in free London newspapers. But she really needed the job. Her voice was soft and velvety and her enthusiasm to keep a 
customer on the line as long as possible was enough to get her started. The only thing she had to learn later was that star 
aspects which can be divided by three were good news, like trigon and sextil, and the rest meant an imminent disaster. 
Whenever she saw those on the computer screen, she made sure she added an extra sweet story: whoever can’t see your 
values now is not worth your bother, trust me, I’ve been there. 

After spending all her compassion on the hot line, Suzy was left with none for herself. But Turkish coffee helped with that 
too. By the time she finished her cup, she would see that her nocturnal job was only a means to an end. And if she had to sell 
her soul to someone, she would rather sell it to the stars than to some stuck-up gallery owner. 

Today, when Masha introduced Bojan as their coffee time topic, Suzy immediately tried to tease out his astrological data 
to put into her computer system. The prognosis was more than promising. 

‘Your combination, my dear, is perfect,’ Suzy said.
‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ Masha mocked ‘but this is not the first time you’ve given me a favourable reading, and look what 

happened with all the others.’ 
‘Oh, well, maybe I didn’t look at the full natal chart. Mistakes happen. Even so, you’ve got to admit they were a useful 

lesson. 
‘Oh, yes. I agree. A lesson I don’t want to repeat,’ Masha grinned.
‘That’s what I mean. You’ve learned. Now you move on.’ 
Tanya poured the last drop of coffee into her cup. There was very little liquid left, and all she got was a thick sediment, 

which was exactly what she was after. Sediment was where the future lay. Once the cup was turned upside down on a white 
saucer, Tanya knew how to read future. To others, the uneven black and white areas on a saucer made no sense. To her, they 
were a forest of symbols, each with an important message for the owner of the cup. But today was a Saturday – not a day for 
coffee reading. You could only do it on Tuesdays and Sundays. So Tanya broke her pensive silence and joined the astrology 
lesson.

‘What’s that perfect combination then?’ she asked.
‘Scorpio and Taurus.’
‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ Masha protested.
‘Of course it does. As I said, on the surface level, water and earth couldn’t match better.’
‘I’m losing you,’ Masha said. 
‘Scorpio is water and Taurus is earth. Water falls on earth and nourishes it.’
‘You’re right,’ Tanya stepped in.
‘Yes, earth cannot give life without water. Water fertilizes earth.’
‘Oh, this is just great,’ Masha nagged. ‘I fertilize him, and what does he do for me?’
‘You’re so calculating,’ Tanya teased her.
‘You’d be too, if you fertilized idiots who don’t bear any fruit.’
‘Earth supports water!’ Suzy exclaimed proudly after a moment’s thought.
‘Really? How’s that?’ Masha asked.
‘Well,’ she began, making up this part because her astrology handbook had no information on the reciprocity of Earth 

and Water, ‘what lies below water?’
‘What?’
‘Earth, you silly girl.’
‘A perfect combination.’ Tanya concluded ‘How’s he in real life?’
‘Tauruses are great kissers,’ Suzy continued dreamily.
‘I want to hear the juicy details, not your theory,’ Tanya chuckled. 
‘I don’t know,’ Masha said quietly ‘it’s too early to tell’.
 ‘Come on, on the surface level.’
‘He is a good kisser,’ Masha said tentatively ‘but he’s really weird’.
‘Weird in what way?’
‘He both cares about me and he doesn’t. He listens to me, he kisses me, he is gentle. But he’s just not crazy enough about 

me.’
‘How do you measure someone being crazy enough?’ Suzy asked. 
‘Sometimes I think he doesn’t even want to sleep with me. Whatever we do, he’s fine with it. There’s no pressure.’
‘He’s definitely some Balkan mutant,’ Tanya smirked.
‘Why do you say that?’ Suzy asked.
‘The only reason a Balkan man will talk to a woman is to get her into bed. After a shag, forget about pillow talk. Forget 

about any kind of talk.’
‘Bloody hell, maybe I should get me a Balkan man,’ Suzy giggled. ‘I’m tired of these talkers and no-doers.’
‘Seriously, I don’t see a problem here,’ Tanya concluded. ‘In Bosnia, we do it slowly too. No rush. Like with coffee. Just 

relax.’
‘If I’m as relaxed as him,’ Masha joked ‘we’ll never get past the goodnight kiss.’
‘I promise you, your Earth will soon blossom,’ Suzy said. ‘But if you get me the exact time of his birth, I’ll be able to give 

you more precise advice on what to do.’
‘This is just great’, Masha said. ‘All my instincts have deserted me so I have to listen to your nonsense.’

Mariana	Zavati

Translated by Dr Ina Teodora Stan
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Elisa’s Garden

Somewhere, in Elisa’s Garden
by the railway station –
which was bulldozed in the eighties –
a man held Julia May’s bridal tiara.
Confused whispers, streams of words,
gossip under the sky, many moons ago.
At the old church between
the railway station and the town centre,
light-headed, her lover was chasing waves
made by kites in her bridal dream.
Later on, when the leaves
fell and the chase slowed down,
the sun and the moon
burned the earth at carousel speed,
round and round, one last time.
In Elisa’s garden, cherries bearing fruit
were losing their leaves over the bench
with groomed antique tomcats.
One by one, handfuls of dried cherries
Were dropping around the garden –
Precious organs gathered long ago
were sighted exiled in turrets of clouds.

The Match Maker
 
She was on show between dream walls
Covered with old-fashioned wallpaper.
Shiny volumes were sleeping
Bound in buffalo skin.
An old boy was searching through
papers and trophies won
Dressed in beige, he was dosing off
Quietly at his oak desk.
His eyes glazing over ancient texts.
Her soul was hanging scattered
from the glitzy Murano chandelier,
A riot against Spartan furniture.
She was hiding inside cupboards
locked in her blue mind,
lined with jars of jam made out of
ripened cherries from cut-down trees.
In her dream town with
Flooding rivers, a courtyard of souls
was lost to gambling and debt.
In the room where starched blind
people were running in and out
with airy hands, electric ghosts,
clowns were sleeping soundly
in locked forgotten worlds.

Mariana	Zavati

Translated by Dr Ina Teodora Stan
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Latin American Exile

Exile
Extracts from Exile

Marta	Raquel 	Zabaleta 	Hinrichsen
Translated by Yanina Hinrichsen Zabaleta

         the sun and a paper smile
         were left in my room…
         Pipo Pescador
         Buenos Aires, 1975

Of people (and languages) alive or dead
I left for Europe for the first time safe in the knowledge of the power of my speech. I did not know that on landing here 

I would be seen first as the wife in the shadow of a quasi hero, then as illiterate, deaf and mute, and even sometimes as a 
poor-but-good mother. I was the proud owner of a dead language. Shortly after arriving in exile in Glasgow, someone ‘dis-
covered’ me and began to treat me as a woman, and as an Argentinean and Chilean. It was Jackie Roddick. She even later did 
a four-hour simultaneous translation of the interview that Spare Rib had asked me for on the occasion of the 1978 Football 
World Cup. Despite that the magazine published just a few words in the corner of a page.

But there was another person who was to recognise me as a woman: Mike González. Mike and Jackie took it in turns to 
translate my ideas into English. They lent me their words to express my support for the acts of solidarity with Chileans and 
Argentineans that took place in the factories and pubs of Scotland (Mike). In the Queen Mother’s Hospital when I got preg-
nant, to explain my reproductive problems or at the birth of the child (Jackie). 

Man, husband, father
At Heathrow airport in November of 1976 I discovered another person: my husband, from whom I had been involuntarily 

separated for close to eight months, and who I did not know spoke English until then. This sealed a new dependency on 
him. For years it was him who had to take charge of the food shopping in Epping. And that did not exactly make him happy. In 
Buenos Aires, as in Chile, on the other hand, I had dealt with these details: I ordered the groceries and they were delivered. 
But arriving on that day it was marvellous to see him make his way to the Underground carrying our daughter in his arms, 
without waiting for her pushchair. He immediately discovered North, South and everything else besides on the London tube 
map. On the other hand, it took me several months, if not years, to understand it. But it was me who discovered, almost 
without trying, that that black thing was a taxi, not the royal family’s spare car. A leftover of my youth in Argentina: travelling 
by car and with a chauffeur. 

The refugee
At the English airport a colleague representing the Latin American Centre for Social Sciences (CLACSO) and the World 

University Service (WUS) was waiting for us. Although E.S. and I had arranged the details of our meeting together in Buenos 
Aires, he, ever faithful to the Chilean male-dominated culture spoke mostly with Alberto. Important things: men’s things? In 
the UK he was, to summarise, “the victim”, the Refugee. The undivided attention of the non-governmental organisations, 
like that of the police, the local and national government offices, the political parties and Glasgow University was poured 
onto him. I was ignored by one and all, including my husband, with the sole exception of our daughter, who would not 
separate herself from me for even an instant. This attitude of the people working in solidarity was very shocking; particularly 
because the majority of activities were administrated almost exclusively by women, among them many feminists.

A similar thing happened with the funding bodies, like the WUS, despite that I myself had obtained a three-year Research 
Fellow grant for Alberto from them, with the help of a former lecturer of mine, the Chilean lawyer Ricardo Lagos, (later be-
came the President of Chile) who was in Buenos Aires working as the Director of CLACSO at the time. Well, it’s just that, as 
they explained to me here in London on more than one occasion, there weren’t any grants for Argentineans, well, in par-
ticular, when they were, like me, women… because for men there were two exceptions, at least… Nevertheless, amongst 
the colleagues of both sexes, British: Scottish, English, Irish, Welsh, Brazilians, or Chilean refugees who were around the 
Institute of Latin American Studies (ILAS) of the University of Glasgow the situation was slightly better. About 99% were men, 
though. The women were obvious by their absence, except in the less well-paid administrative roles. 

But there is no wrong that lasts a hundred years. And as is known, it helps to possess faceted identities (like those of 
student, daughter, professional, friend, militant, mother, wife, housewife, researcher, neighbour, heterosexual, Chilean, 
Argentinean, English, atheist or whatever). You have to keep your guard up, alert, to be able to jump from one position to 

Alfredo	Cordal

Photo: Marta’s Memories by Yanina Hinrichsen
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another just like that.  From my socially subordinate role of 
woman, I saw my new generic reality as if through bifocal 
spectacles: with socialist glass on the top half and feminist 
on the bottom, and as is already well known, they nearly 
never mix to give a fully integrated vision.

Exiled 
It rains, you don’t go out. It is Sunday and you are alone, 

you don’t go out. The food runs out: you use the internet to 
buy more: you don’t go out. The house becomes the last, im-
pregnable refuge, the return to the mother’s womb where 
you dive into the water of dreams where my little paper 
boats sail. Not made from gold paper like in the prison any 
more, from inside the cigarette boxes that Captain H used 
to give me.

I don’t smoke any more, but I still wait for the man that 
I love, and I don’t look out of the net curtains to see if they 
are coming to get me any more, because I don’t have net 
curtains any more, nor a porcelain cat to miaow at love. Now 
I shout and whoever arrives, soft, sometimes tired, surly or 

‘montuno’ other times, but yes, even with his silences he 
caresses me. And I do go out, it’s true, to work. Human com-
munication is the only thing that, although it does not cure 
the fear, it shortens it, tires it, channels it and postpones it. 
There is always tomorrow. 

Wake up, boy, wake up / the sun is already risen / the 
moon has hidden herself away / and my love is not extin-
guished. 

It is despite all my practice, or maybe because of it - I ar-
rived in England an Argentinean and wife of a Chilean UN 
refugee, and at only 39 having already survived about six 
coups d’etat and military dictatorships - the 16th of Novem-
ber of 1976 when Big Ben said a quarter to four, I looked 
out of the airplane window to look at London. And I smiled 
at it: but by the time we got out of the plane it was already 
night. Sitting on the stairs of the big house, she looked out, 
shrugged her shoulders and said “Tomorrow is another day”. 
The final scene of “What the wind blew away” in Hollywood 
technicolour always encourages me not to faint.

Return to Santiago
We never return to the land we once left without experiencing feelings 

of being a stranger in our own country, like a tourist learning our history. 
A traveller from the past who has arrived from the future, to observe the 
present walking in the streets of our childhood, watching the cars rushing 
along the new motorways and roads that all dictators, like Mussolini, always 
build to ensure the nation traverses their own time and space, to keep the 
people docile. And I see grey faces emerging from grey suits with grey ties 
and white shirts as if they were coffins bound for a long funeral parade. And 
occasionally they stare at us, stopping only when we ask for directions, this 
in an accent that seems foreign to them, for we are lost amongst the new 
streets and names of our own hometown. Only the young appear cheer-
ful, dressed in colourful clothes in the latest fashion, laughing and carefree 
amongst the trees of the large parks, as if living in a present with no past, 
with no other history than the official one left behind by a tyrant, with a new 
constitution written in blood and oblivion. And I say to myself: If I were to tell 
them that this tyrant was under house arrest on my island of exile, waiting 
to be brought to justice for his crimes against humanity, they would snigger, 
convinced I was a ghost from the after-life, a citizen from an unknown world. 
And they might be right, for now I make my way to a bureau de change to 
change one pound for almost a thousand pesos just to have a few beers in 
the bar where I used to drink in my youth, to contemplate the mountains 
of the Andes covered in thick smog like a backcloth for the new Manhattan 
built on the money of the Chicago Boys.

It is good to stroll along the riverside that traverses the city from east to 
west and remember the bodies I saw floating like logs, being carried down 
to the sea during the days of the military coup on September 11th 1973. And 
under the influence of a couple of beers, I feel like throwing myself into the 
river from one of the bridges that spans the water from north to south, not 
in order to retrieve the bodies long lost in the Pacific Ocean, but to rescue 
Memory. I keep walking like a pilgrim through Santiago, not in Spain, but in 
Chile. After twenty-five years of being so far away.

November 1998

From the Bedroom of my 
Youth and Beyond

The singing of the birds wakes me 
in the morning, in the very same bed-
room where I used to live like a young 
poet among my sisters, and I go onto 
the balcony to gaze at the garden 
from which the sparrows are absent. 
And even if the sparrows don’t sing, I 
miss them jumping around like birds 
dressed up in the brown of St Francis’ 
humble clothes. And there are no spi-
ders either, hanging from the beams 
and corners of the ceiling which I 
used to contemplate, like dark stars 
in the cluster of their webs, and there 
are no flies buzzing around like satel-
lites. Something has changed in the 
atmosphere here and they say there 
is a big hole in the ozone layer in 
the South Pole. And I leave my bed-
room to make my way through the 
pollution of the city, where a puff of 
my cigarette really does give me a 
breath of fresh air, to stop in a street 
where a blind man sings “Democracy 
has finally returned to my country.” 
And it’s true that democracy has re-
turned, like the old woman I see beg-
ging in the doorway of a large colo-
nial church, or a child in rags selling 
combs and toothpaste on the steps 
of a bank opposite a monument to 
Bernardo O’Higgins, the Liberator of 
Chile in 1810.

Alfredo	Cordal
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The Tango

Born on the banks of the Silver River, in a brothel
the origin of the name, nobody knows
some say it sprang from Africa,
spurting from the tongue of tang
meaning to get closer
and the deepest meaning is the verb to touch

Some say the tango is for males
fighting hand to hand in song
dancing knives in pockets
gazing deep into each other’s eyes
and it isn’t love

Eventually women reached the turbulent river
with burning passion for the four by four 
in sailors’ bars, in grubby cabarets
sweeping the dust, the tango swells

Italians disembark at the port
bearing organs and accordions,
tango’s voice mutates into sadness, 
cry of the people
Singing of poverty and the pain of love.

Soul of the suburbs transforms itself
evolves into a regal saloon
orchestras and great names glorify tango
in golden époques; it writhes in neglect

Some say it ebbed and faded with the history of its people
Silent in their crises or rearing up like a lion 
People shouted ‘The tango never dies’,
But my way of possessing it, is to whistle it low.

Gisela 	 Jachniuk

The Cafés of Buenos Aires
I stub out my cigarette, close my book and stare out of the window into the street. Although I have rid myself of the smok-

ing habit, the café tradition is unforgettable, no matter how vast the distance. For many, Beunos Aires symbolises arrogance, 
the big city, the world of the cut throat, but for us who were born there, it is a city of friendship. A friend can be closer than a 
brother and it is in the neighbourhood cafés that we foment our relationship with endless conversation, the lending of an 
ear and the dispensing of kitchen table psychology. We believe we are poets. We like to sit at a table, to be alone, spending 
hours planning the day and writing poems on a serviette which will be lost in a pocket or the washing machine. We are night 
birds. The night, a private moment for a new conquest or a chat with a friend who can’t sleep either, waking up early stuck 
in a wooden chair. In Buenos Aires the cafés never close. They are known for the tango: Cafetin de Buenos Aires, Café de los 
Angelitos, Café la jumedad or El último Café.



35 Autumn - Winter 2009 / exiled ink

Exiled from Israel

Elements

The dust, some breadcrumbs, rain
The dusk, come midnight, pain
The leery smiles upon their faces
Slimy maggots within shiny cases
Their petty worries, so mundane and cruel
The lack of anything round and full
Their ashtrays filled with stubs of life
Wash-basins marked with sins and strife
The heavy overcoats that drag them to the ground
A bunch of keys to all the gates they’ve never found
The scheming minds that go whirling round
The tissues of hypocrisy that build up to a mound
Dark corners of their souls, unswept and thick with 
mould
The daily kindling of the hearts, so weak and cold
Stepping on friends, to keep them in their places
And going nowhere in so many paces
Forlorn dwellers of city caves and tunnels,
Are they so much unlike us, you and
Me?

Therefore I plead unto you
Let us be shaped by storms
Let gales carve out our hollows
And waves wash down our tears
So layer after layer we will lose, only
To find the ones that underneath lay hidden
                                                          

In Exile

My friends from Palestine I meet in 
Other countries, 
For technical reasons. 
In Rome they told me
About their visit to Sicily 
Where they went
To talk to the dock workers.
A stroll in the countryside 
Has revived memories of 
The Galilee with acute 
Pain; after thirty years 
They could again smell
Wild herbs growing on the hillside, 
Oregano munched by sheep, their droppings
Mediating the aroma of citrus in bloom.
They described, 
One by one, all the trees
All the bushes and flowers 
They have not seen for
All those years, and
Their eyes were mellow,
Or was it the wind?

I know, I said. I
Miss it too.
Ahmed looked at me 
Somewhat alarmed,
Surprise in his eyes. 
He crossed the room 
With open arms to 
Hug me to his heart.
                                                       

Haim	Bresheeth

Photo: Haim Bresheeth
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Writing Africa

Night’s Transgression

Fiston	Mwanza

We were night people
We have had the destiny 
We inherited congenitally
…………………………………
If the farce goes on until the late death
May my dorsal spine be burnt
There has been enough scandal in my life

Tchicaya		U	‘Tamsi

Translated from the French by Jean André Constant

God-Damn! Sarcasm embroiled with tyres squealing, gun shots, drum rolls, loud laughing, denoted the extent 
of the bacchanal. According to many people, the village looked like Rimbaud’s drunken boat. On Flambeau grand-
square, a saxophone’s discordant notes were tearing apart the night. Strange night! An old chap in his sixties, drunk 
as a skunk, was shuffling along a pond. A horde of teenagers were fighting over a bat’s cadaver. A woman-child was 
dining on a weed-and-vodka dish. A spermatozoid-like

skinny poodle was barking as to tear out its vocal cords. A machine gun-armed regiment was defrauding a poor 
lady. An old man dressed in a phallus muff, was about to empty his libido upon a young girl. With a pithecanthropus 
erectus-like face, a drunkard lay face down on the ground.  There was rambling that a political rising was set for the 
next

forty-eight hours. The central government rushed to decree a curfew and a formal notice to forbid any lingering 
without authorisation; this city doesn’t belong to you. Otherwise, your ass will be whipped. Dare stick your nose 
out, you’ll see a storm strike you down, smash you into bits, and you will be thrown to scorpions. You can’t escape 
destiny. That’s

the way it is. No need to sulk. Anyway, you are trapped in-between a grinder that will crush your bones. All librar-
ies have become barracks. The students, who kept striking, gathered in groups of fifteen. The bravest jumped on the 
occasion. Weed vodka, abduction, looting, masturbation, suicide. They were spitting their rage as old as the world. A 
jalopy hooted madly. A red hearse. A hanging-lip girl. A swear-word followed by a blasphemy. A gust of wind.  Aban-
doned merchandise.  Factory workers lynching  their boss. A shepherd. Street dogs don’t devour dogs. A weird sign. 
On Patriots Street : a first rape. On Patriots street, a second rape. On Patriots street, a third rape. On Patriots street, a 
fourth rape. On Independence Boulevard, a bomb attack burnt 58 bodies. 175 seriously injured. 12 Dead. A church 
next to a mortuary next to a bakery next to

a jail next to a casino next to a stadium next to a police station next to a brothel next to a nunnery next to a mater-
nity hospital next to a cinema next to a dive next to a street market next to an outdoor strip tease. Dreadful howling. 
At the corner of Eighth Street and Twelfth Street, a heavy-duty fight was taking place over a pair of breasts. By a starv-
ing beggar taking a nap on the ground, two street urchins were devouring

 toasted corns with wild mushrooms. A mentally-dislocated man was spiting all Virgil’s poems like an African Grey 
Parrot. A delivering woman’s groans. Another, from her apartment, was dropping debris of a damned foetus.Go- to-
hell Brothel was plagued with seventy-seven hookers, licensed drunkards, gambling games. Damn!

19hrs 43. 20 hrs 10. 20 hrs 22. 21hrs 18. 22 hrs 3.Nothing but black-sheep-like prophets barking that Christ, Jesus-
Christ who has been  awaited forever, was born in Mbanza Ngungu, that his mother was from Lesotho, his father 
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Joseph was from Harare or Rio do Janeiro, Noah used  
to live in Brazzaville and Judas was a night club’s DJ in 
Ixelles-Matonge. 

In the sweat of your breasts you shall eat bread, says 
the eleventh commandment. “Holy Mary, Mother of 
God: Pray for us sinners-now-and at the hour of our...” 
Since she realised that her tramway-body could pro-
duce as much energy as a nuclear plant, she has never 
stopped having those dates, those damned crap dates, 
as to stare at the blue horizon.

manifestation of scruple..
A creature was wandering not far from Santa Maria 

Parish. Her bushy wig, half-closed eyes, bare-breasts, 
her shoes and scoop neck which made her curve shine, 
added a divine touch to her feline allure. No one knew 
how long she had been there, all wearied, waiting for an 
unknown hero. She was talking with her inner self. She 
swore by all divinities, humming a monotonous melody. 
Then, she pulled a small mirror out of her purse and

with her right hand, started to apply ceremoniously 
her make-up. She decided to wade in. with a fake smile, 
she started approaching bystanders. Unfortunately, 
those looked her up and down and even taunted  her, 
given they were either drunk, either empty-handed or 
busy with other  breasts, or passed over by life’s uncer-
tainties, or rushed to go back home.

Her head was buzzing with memories. As a child, she 
was dying to become a nurse or  social worker. He had 
nothing but one dream: to nurse men.Year after years, 
she had remained the same, a shadow. Let’s not exag-
gerate. She happened any way to cure them, another 
way for sure. For the last two years, she has been of-
fering her services even on credit sometimes. Getting 
through series of political festival, the country’s hope 
has

 been in tatters. Article 15, make it your own way. Ei-
ther way. Like anyone

 else, she needed to make it, rent her flesh out, sur-
vive by all means, survive, survive, and survive. She gave 
the impression to enjoy playing such a game.

Suddenly, a robust fellow she was supposed to await 
came up to her and stopped dead. He could hardly be 
identified; He was disguised exactly the same colour as 
the night: a leather jacket and dark trousers and gloved 
hands. 23 hours 2. His sullen head from which was flow-
ing a cigarette-smoke curl said a lot  about him. A sol-
dier. Maybe a sex-armed thug. Maybe a gravedigger. 
Maybe..They looked daggers at each other for a couple 
of minutes. The man smoked cigarettes one after an-
other. And, she was jiggling around. He was the first to 
break the silence in a poetic tone:- My libido rolls out 
like the red sea. I desperately want to sleep with you, 
play guitar with your eggplant-breasts. I am all yours un-
less your wallet is empty.

Many of her clients wanted her to move heaven and 
earth. Cry. Don’t cry. Open your arms. Don’t open your 
arms. Put your legs up. Don’t move your left foot up so 

slow. Laugh. Don’t laugh. Close your eyes. Don’t close 
your eyes. Say good morning sir or recite the universal 
declaration of human rights.  On their faces, although 
they were bragging how they master the world, one  
could read the corrosion of a nation embroiled by cir-
cumstances and events, and the people were striving to 
get out of the hole: forget

one’s  grime, spread one’s pity, drag one’s feet, .ei-
ther as mason or musician, either as an idler or rack-
eteer, either as evangelist or machine man or welder. 
They all had a common denominator; their flesh. They 
possessed a flesh tough enough to crave on or in an 
unreachable life. Even rhetoric scholars, contemplating 
their navels, happened to make it, thanks to that flesh, 
such a tough flesh.

He nonchalantly threw some bills into the young 
girl’s hand. It was literally a pittance. She wanted to 
hand them back to the man who was at his sixteenth 
cigarettes and didn’t seem to care. She was quite sure 
of deserving more than. She, who is so enchanting, 
pretty, charming, sexy,. And to crown it all, her mind was 
tortured by the image of her father lying on the ER floor 
in the town’s hospital. Undecided, she nodded to him.

He immediately grabbed her and dragged her be-
hind him at the same pace. He rushed off. She was in 
his footsteps, marching like in a procession ceremony. 
Her pumps didn’t help. Her purse was swaying on her 
left flank. But the man, perhaps as a way to wipe the 
floor with her, kept smoking and, doubled the pace. 
Both stumbled against drunkards. They bore the scorn 
of young boys short of girls. As they crossed an avenue, 
a VW

 Beetle almost swept them away. She let out a long 
sigh. He grumbled. He put his

cigarette back in his mouth. 23hours 28. ..
Their reactions frantically depended on their profes-

sions, if they ever had one. A musician for example, ram-
bled that her body being was as sober as a grand piano. 
Blacked out with happiness, the driver promised her as 
gift the head of a locomotive. Reticent to tall stories and 
desperately pessimistic, the only play writer of the town 
and who by the way, used to live on the same avenue 
as her, and frequently visited her with his monologues 
and Palestine-related poems under his armpits. The play 
writer was always broke. He always started his sentenc-
es with “then, to do so”, and ended them with “if it were 
true that the human kind sold out the human kind”.

 The play writer spent the rest of his time in” the Mon-
astery”, a prison well known for its whacks and electric 
chairs. His razor-sharp texts had been forbidden. His 
only tragic play Let the sun drown into that stinky sea, 
has never been performed for longer than ten min-
utes. In the middle of the performance, gunmen broke 
in and forced us out as they banged on our butts with 
their arms butts. One night, they forced all of us, men 
and women, to stay stark naked. They barked at us: “You 
go brain-dead playing this kind of theatre. Then, you will 
have rotten luck and impotence”. 
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Kiluanji 	Kush

Waiting

Daunted eyes waiting
Expecting changes to come
Their wishes unattended
Through the ever coming days of despair
Hapless faces tearful voices
Coagulating in anguish
Begging in silence
Embarrassed with fear of being denied
Widows waiting for life and IOVQ
Alone without defence or appeal
Waiting for husbands forced
To die in a futile war
Waiting for the sons
Who would not return from exile
Because they refuse to die in a futile war
Waiting for daughters lost in prostitution
Widows waiting in darkness for reassurance
For a country that betrayed their faith
For independence that died long ago
For freedom that never was
Widows waiting for answers
Suspicious but always waiting
With lonely and painful hope
Waiting for changes to come

Propitious River
Propitious river
Kwanza* of my birth
Here is my angst-ridden quest
Carry the gust of wind to the easten skies
And pass my consolation to the orphan child
Wandering in the exile of spiritual death
Tell the skeletal corpses discarded
In drains of apocalypse
That my voice brings the change of currents
To free this time trapped
In unspeakable horrors
Tell them oh propitious river
That my heart makes assignations
With a brighter nation to rise soon
From the alter of crimson nights
And that only my love is the underlying premise
Transcending oppressive forces

* Kwanza: one of the largest rivers in Angola

Drawing: Gabriella Hargrave
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The prize seeks to encourage a younger generation of 
writers as well as address the barriers to publication that 
many would-be authors in Africa face. In many countries 
(South Africa and Nigeria are exceptional) there isn’t an exist-
ing infrastructure to support a publishing industry or a mass 
readership to suggest that it would be a lucrative market 
to invest in. The British Council has worked in conjunction 
with the prize committee over the years to provide support 
for writers via workshops and forums and establish a line of 
communication between African authors and agents and 
publishing houses in Europe and North America. The aim is 
not only to expand the opportunities for these writers but 
also challenge publishers in the West to think beyond the 
box in which ‘African literature’ is often enclosed. The new 
generations of Caine Prize winners write about life as they 
know and experience it. There are ‘no stories romantically 
set in an “African moonlit village”’ commented Becky Aye-
bia Clarke, founder of Ayebia publishing house and literary 
agency, in 2007 (p.72). Previous winner Binyavanga Wainaina 
(who went on to establish the literary magazine Kwani?) has 
offered his direct response to the situation. ‘Always use the 
word “Africa” or “darkness” or “safari” in your title’ he writes 
in his bitterly sardonic essay, ‘How to Write About Africa’. 
And if you get as far as publication, ‘[n]ever have a picture 
of a well-adjusted African on the cover of your book, or in it, 
unless that African has won the Nobel Prize’! There is also 
the preconception that the lives of Africans are dominated 
by war, famine and disaster. Becky Ayebia Clarke again: ‘Typi-
cally Western audiences believe that stories of death, de-
struction and decay are the only ones Africa has to tell, and 

this is what Africans feel pressurised to write about’ (quoted 
Llewellyn). Of course these themes are often present in writ-
ing from Africa, but set against them are stories of love and 
desire (Monica Arac de Nyeko caused a stir when her story of 
a lesbian relationship, ‘Jambula Tree’, took the prize in 2007), 
family and working life, education and hopes and dreams. 
There is also a lot of humour and certainly no irony is lost in 
the fact that the portrayal of Africans by tourist and fashion 
industries was the subject of at least two of the shortlisted 
entries for this year’s prize (‘End of Skill’ by Mamle Kabu and 
‘You Wreck Her’ by Parselelo Kantai). 

Each year the five short listed authors travel to the UK for 
the announcement of the winner and they, along with those 
lucky enough to be working in the field, are treated to a pro-
gramme of interviews and meetings organised by the British 
Council. These sessions are not just publicity tours but are 
also occasions for serious discussion about the difficulties 
and the way forward. Sometimes these meetings with prac-
titioners already working within the field feel like instances 
of preaching to the converted, but this year at the Caine 
Prize symposium hosted by the Institute of English Studies 
in London, something else happened.

Apart from Hannah Poole, one of this year’s judges, on 
the panel were academics working in the field of postco-
lonial studies, Emeritus Professor Lynn Innes and Drs Leila 
Kamali and Anthony Downey. Leila was the first of the three 
to offer her response to the short listed stories and in doing 
so ignited the spark that began a fierce and heated debate. 
Commenting that many of the stories engaged with the 

A Witness Taking Flight: 
the Caine Prize for African Literature

Nisha	 Jones

‘He was a witness taking flight, taking the pictures of the dead with him.’  
(Mukoma wa Ngugi, ‘How Kamau wa Mwangi Escaped Into Exile’, shortlisted for the Caine Prize 2009)

The Caine Prize for African Writing was founded in 2000 by Baroness Emma Ni-
cholson in memory of her late husband, Sir Michael Caine, former Chairman 
of Booker Plc and Chairman of the Booker Prize management committee for 
almost twenty-five years. Known as ‘Africa’s Booker’, the prize is awarded annu-

ally to the author of a short story (either in print or on line) and has boosted the careers 
of many writers now familiar on the international literary scene. Sudanese writer Leila 
Aboulela won the inaugural prize in 2000, followed by Helon Habila of Nigeria in 2001. In 
2002 Kenyan Binyavanga Wainaina pipped fellow contender Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
to the post, and subsequent winners include Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor (Kenya), Brian 
Chikwava (Zimbabwe), S A Afolabi (Nigeria), Mary Watson (South Africa), Monica Arac de 
Nyeko (Uganda) and Henrietta Rose-Innes (South Africa). This year’s prize went to Nige-
rian author E C Osundu for ‘Waiting’, a tale about young children in a refugee camp who 
await their dreams of adoption by families in the West to come true.
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question of identity, in particular how African identities are 
manufactured by those outside of the continent, she spoke 
of the need to ‘perform’ an African identity. For example, 
two stories, ‘You Wreck Her’ and the winning ‘Waiting’, both 
present a performance of ‘Africanness’ as demanded by 
various markets. Given that African writers have often felt 
the pressure to ‘perform’ for the West (J M Coetzee made a 
similar point when he wrote that ‘African novelists may write 
about Africa, about African experiences, but they seem to 
… be glancing over their shoulders … at foreigners who will 
read them. Whether they like it or not, they have accepted 
their role of interpreter, interpreting African to their readers’ 
(p. 51)) it is understandable that the African writers present at 
the symposium felt enraged at the idea that they too were 
continuing this performance. That, in my opinion, this is 
not exactly what Leila meant – I think her point was not that 
the writers themselves were performing for Western read-
ers but just how sassy and aware their characters were of 
their roles in a global market economy – matters less than 
what this disagreement revealed. ‘How can I perform what 
I am?’ asked Parselelo in a comment which seems to sum 
up the problem: theoretical perspectives by their very nature 
(as commentary or metanarrative) tend to be alienating. In 
the attempt to bring us closer to an idea or an event, they 
also inadvertently create distance — the space for language 
to translate our experiences back to us. But of course this 
is not the end of the story. In the West we tend to seek and 
celebrate this form of existential alienation in the attempt to 
attain a bird’s-view of the world around us, and this is what 
we look for in our writers and artists. As the late Edward Said 
wrote, ‘We have become accustomed to thinking of the mod-
ern period itself [a period also preoccupied with the concept 
of language] as being spiritually orphaned and alienated, an 
age of anxiety and estrangement’. But there comes a point 
where appropriateness of this mode becomes question-
able. Take exile for example. Some of the greatest modern 
writers have been displaced in one way or another, but what 
is different now, Said continues, is that ‘today’s exile cannot 
be made to serve notions of humanism’ (pp. 173-4). 

Indeed this is certainly the case for one of the writers on 
the shortlist this year, Mukoma wa Ngugi, who made the list 
with his story ‘How Kamau wa Mwangi Escaped Into Exile’. 

There is nothing glamorous about Mukoma’s experience 
of exile. Mukoma is the son of celebrated Kenyan writer and 
activist Ngugi wa Thiong’o, known not only for his novels but 
also his campaigns for intellectual and cultural decolonisa-
tion and promotion of indigenous African languages. Ngugi 
was forced into exile after being imprisoned by the Kenyatta 
regime for developing his political play in Gikuyu, Ngaahika 
Ndeenda (‘I Will Marry When I Want’), with the Kamiriithu 
community group. Mukoma, who accompanied his father to 
rehearsals in 1977, had no idea that the play would result in 
his father’s imprisonment or how it would affect their lives 
irrevocably — death threats and armed raids on the family 
are the inescapable memories of his youth. ‘How Kamau 
wa Mwangi Escaped into Exile’ is the story of an agitator’s 
flight from a failed coup and how he escapes across the bor-
der in the company of tourists who fall for his disguise as a 
real, authentic Masai, falling over themselves to give him a 
lift with no idea of where he has come from or what he has 
seen: that he has witnessed a massacre, that he has barely 
escaped death and that his reality is indistinguishable from 
a nightmare. ‘I think exile is always trauma’, said Mukoma 
when I asked him about the subject of exile. Some ‘post-co-
lonial’ perspectives ‘deny the materiality and trauma of exile 
— so they see exile as a place of an eagle’s view-point where 
[one] can pick choice transnational truths, a productive 
space where one dies into a denationalized space’. The ref-
erence to ‘escape’ in the title of his story is therefore ironic; 
Kamau cannot live in his own country, but he is also running 
blindly — it’s an ‘escape into the vice of a living death’ (email 
communication). I asked Mukoma how his father’s experi-
ence of exile had impacted on his own writing. Mukoma, 
who is also politically active and coordinated the ‘Towards an 
Africa Without Borders’ group, responded that ‘trauma can 
be inherited … especially in societies built on silence’. After 
he said this I re-read his story, which seemed, through the 
character of Kamau, to be working out a dilemma: towards 
the beginning of his escape he questions the ethics of exile 
(is it a ‘selfish act’, like suicide?). But then Kamau is referred 
to as a ‘witness’, a ‘witness taking flight, taking pictures of 
the dead with him’; a witness who now has more to fear be-
cause he is no longer simply a ‘victim or a survivor’ but some-
one who has a responsibility to live to tell the tale. Is the role 
of the exile as witness synonymous with the responsibility of 
the next generation of African writers to break the silence? 
Perhaps, sometimes, after all there are silences that need to 
be broken, but if we can learn anything from the Caine Prize 
writers, it’s that one size does not fit all. 
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This is a book to be 
welcomed with open 
arms. It brings together 
26 poems and six prose 
stories on the subject 
of ‘War’ and ‘Peace’, 
from the early years 
of the twentieth cen-
tury (the so called ‘Era 
Of Fire And Embers’ 
in Somalia), together 
with an extensive in-
troductory essay by 
Rashiid Sheekh Cab-
dillaahi ‘Gadhweyne’ 
that provides an intri-
cate sense of the work’s contexts. The 
whole of this is translated into English 
by Martin Orwin, who also provides a 
very balanced, valuable translator’s in-
troduction. 

While there have been earlier trans-
lated anthologies and works of scholar-
ship (Andrzejewski and Lewis in particu-
lar) this is the first bilingual book to fully 
combine original Somali scholarship 
with modern translations. The bilingual 
texts are not presented en face: rather 
the complete Somali text is followed by 
Martin Orwin’s full translation, so that 
both the poems and the commentaries 
appear in both languages. 

These are orally transmitted poems 
composed by named and well-known 
poets. Both editor and translator em-
phasise the oral nature of these poems 
and the fact that they were composed 
between sixty and a hundred years 
ago and thus out of our range in terms 
of direct recall. They are poems that 
were kept in memory, a collective and 
yet also a dispersed memory, and writ-
ten down only many years later (which 
complicates the process of editing and 
translation). That they are still alive as 
literary and social texts gives an indica-
tion of the role and place of poetry, as 
also of war and peace, within Somali 
culture and society. 

If this seems to imply a poetry that 
has little relevance or interest to indus-
trialised, urban societies, or closeness 
to traditions within ‘Western’ poetries, 
nothing could be further from the truth. 
It may be that these poems of ‘War and 
Peace’ only have direct echoes with, 
say, Gaelic poetry from three or more 
centuries ago, or to the oral poetries of 
the Balkans. Yet in fact war particularly 
has had a very strong place in modern 
British and European poetry. Poetry of 
the First World War (in fact close in time 
to the poems in this book) left a deep 
mark on many readers’ minds and is 

very much current and 
taught today. Wars are 
with us now, our wars, in 
Iraq and in Afghanistan, 
and our role in these wars 
makes the relevance of 
this book immediately 
clear. 

Moreover much of 
contemporary Somalia 
is in a state of almost un-
controlled war and as the 
editor says: “The purpose 
of this anthology is not 
just to anthologise the lit-
erature and assist further 

understanding of it, but also to present 
the important role literature can play in 
reconciliation and peacemaking for So-
malis today.” All these things are close 
to our lives and responsibilities and this 
is a very timely book. 

A reading of both the poems and 
the essays in this book make clear that 
while poetry has a complicated relation 
to both war and peace, in particular so-
cieties or globally, it can act not just as 
a witness but a veering toward peace. 
As ‘Gadhweyne’ points out: “One of 
the groups to take part in the peace-
making process was the poets. Somalis 
and the rest of the world agree that the 
problems Somalis face can be solved by 
following this path of their culture … Lit-
erature, religion, the law of the tree and 
everything else that served those clans 
in the past can be used now, in their 
own ways, and results can be achieved 
today as they were in the past.” 

Martin Orwin works a lot with So-
mali poets, both in helping to establish 
scholarship and by translating modern 
poetry. He is very highly regarded and 
it is rare to have such a fine academic 
translating contemporary work. In this 
book, as often, he has worked closely 
with Maxamed Xasan ‘Alto’ both on the 
sense of the poems and their transla-
tion: they bring a rigorous honesty to 
the difficulties of such work. 

In publishing terms this is a book 
made through the commitment of a 
London-based agency, ‘Progressio’, 
whose strapline is ‘Changing minds, 
Changing lives’ and ‘Ponte Invisibile’ 
the Italian editorial branch of Red Sea 
Press, based in Hargeysa. It is very 
much to be hoped that British poetry 
publishers will recognise the quality 
and relevance of modern Somali po-
etry – as yet but one chapbook, of the 
great poet Garriyye, has appeared in 
the UK – and that further volumes will 
soon be published here.  

REVIEWS  Books
War and Peace: 

An Anthology of Somali Literature
‘Suugaanta Nabadda iyo Colaadda’ ed. with essay Rashiid Sheekh Cabdillaahi ‘Gadhweyne’, 

Progressio (London) & Ponte Invisibile (Pisa) 2009      

Reviewed	by	Stephen	Watts

Leaving Tangier by Tahar Ben Jelloun

Reviewed	by	Albert 	Pel l icer

Leaving Tangier is the latest work by the best-selling North 
African author, Tahar Ben Jelloun. The novel exposes issues sur-
rounding illegal migration and focuses on the borders between 
Morocco and Spain. It tells the story of Azel, a young educated 
Moroccan and of his dream of crossing the treacherous waters 
that separate both countries - an ‘overwhelming dream’ as the 
author describes it. It is too strong to ignore given that his urge 
to seek a better life and escape political restrictions is all pervad-
ing. 

However the price proves too high and Azel’s life is dramati-
cally affected by the role he finds himself playing. Thus his ‘living-
the-dream’ discloses for the reader what crossing a border can 
bring about; new hope, opportunities and a sense of freedom. 
It also discloses its cost; the deep frustration, senseless abuse 
and incurable nostalgia.  Tangier, the name of this border town, 
becomes the departing centre - the reason for being away from 
belonging.  Its people seek the freedom of a dreamed chance 
to move freely in time and onto other spaces; people who will 
always carry their country inside them. 

In this range of ‘escapes’, Jelloun is no stranger having left 
Morocco himself in 1971 to study in Paris. He had been arrested 
for taking part in student demonstrations in Casablanca in the six-
ties and interned in an army camp for eighteen months. There, he 
explains, he discovered literature. While detained he asked his 
brother to search for the thickest book he could acquire and that 
book happened to be Ulysses by James Joyce. As it was the only 
book to which he had access, he read it almost incessantly. What 
struck him about it was the freedom in the use of language and 
the ability to write without restrictions. Also, he met someone in 
prison who suffered torture but could bear it by telling himself 
stories. Jelloun would spend his days narrating imaginary stories 
to himself as a survival technique and when released wanted 
to write what he had told himself. Thus he became a writer. Jel-
loun’s narrative is strongly influenced by oral literature because 
of his experiences and because of the Moroccan oral tradition.

The threshold to ‘progress’ represented by the land marked 
coastal cafes, is set as the theatre of departure. In a marvellous 
literary feat Ben Jelloun manages to place the reader among the 
silent audience viewing such departures almost like ‘voyeurs’ of 
voyages. The French, Spanish and even the Anglo-Saxon beat 
generation, have not seen the vision of those who sacrifice life to 
gain life. But parallels do not correspond and the tourist and the 
migrant are the reverse of one another. “You can see the lights 
of the Spanish coast glimmer from Tangier but I’ve never heard 
anyone say he has seen the lights of Tangier from Spain.”

Tangier, Tangiers, Tanger, the city name modifies itself as it 
crosses borders. It pronounces relationships with past colonial-
isms and present narratives. Jelloun creates a series of simulta-
neous biographies which stem from the same risk source and 
presents a life range of characters. Jelloun understands what 
crossing borders imply. That is, not only the transfer of customs 
into a new lifestyle but also a physical crossing of our own bound-
aries.  Leaving Tangier is a physical book.  Immigration is painful 
as against the experience of the tourist and the ‘legal’ dweller. 
Jelloun exposes the most intimate details of the human being: 
sexuality, disappointment in love, detention inside the barbed 
wired mind and the detention outside it.  Survival is to find relief 
in dreaming.  Dreaming becomes a daily occupation. “Dreaming 
in the book is a way of not feeling”, says Jelloun.
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The 2009 presidential elections in Iran 
brought home the struggles of the Iranian peo-
ple to a new generation of Americans. The pro-
tests, while taking place in far away Tehran and 
other cities across the country, were transmit-
ted in real time through intimate technologies 
that could not be silenced. Americans were 
shown a side of Iran – its human side – that 
few people outside of the Iranian-American 
community recognised or understood before 
the controversial declaration of Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s re-election. The green wave 
of free speech evident on faces like ours was 
palpable, and by the time the footage of Neda 

Agha-Soltan’s killing reached the world’s Inbox, many people understood 
again, or for the first time, that the struggle for freedom in the world is very 
much alive. 

Poetry, too, exists in the periphery of the American consciousness, yet 
it provides unique opportunities for understanding the lives of people in 
other countries. The work of Los Angeles based poet Sholeh Wolpé is an 
exceptional example of this. Wolpé, who was born in Iran and spent most 
of her teen years in the Caribbean and Europe, is the author of Sin – Se-
lected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad (University of Arkansas Press) and The 
Scar Saloon (Red Hen Press). Her most recent book is Rooftops of Tehran, 
and as the title suggests, she offers a top down view of life inside and in 
relation to Iran. While not all of the poems in the book focus specifically 
on controversial subjects, it is the most contentious poems that make this 
book particularly important right now. 

Rooftops of Tehran is a book of contrasts and commonalities. Iran 
and the West, men and women, violence and sensual tenderness: each is 
brought into focus by a “speck of a girl” now writing as a woman reflecting 
on her origins and the cultures that helped shape her. Some of the poet’s 
language is lightly inferred, but some cuts like a razorblade. In “Rain, Rain 
All Week” an elderly neighbor complains about the weather until the sun 
emerges and she is transformed into “the girl she must have been years 
ago before she was lost / to this city of men, rough hands and veils.” In 
“Stoning the Prostitute” one girl is “slapped away from harm” while another 
is “slapped into it, her legs forced wide from age eight to eighteen and 
now… Let the sinner get what she deserves.” 

“The Men, Plural” is perhaps the most confrontational poem in the 
book:  

At night they come in masks and hoods,
in fatigues, in paint, with guns and swords,
machetes, blades, flags of stars, 
of stripes, with crosses, with crescents, and skulls, 
they march, they sneak, they whisper, they shout
they threaten, they plunge and bust and lunge, 
into hearts, into groins, into girls, they come, 
they fist, they smack, they grin, they grin. 
This poem speaks directly to the brutal treatment of women around the 

world in places as diverse as the Middle East, the Congo, Darfur, Bosnia, 
and Chechnya (to name a few). The poet is clear in her choice of symbols 
– blades, crosses, crescents – to broaden accountability in an affront to per-
petrators of gender-based violence everywhere. 

Sholeh Wolpé is defined by many places, cultures, and perspectives. 
Rooftops of Tehran bridges the poet’s Western and Iranian selves, but in 
light of the international political climate and recent events, perhaps not 
enough. The ability to know a place and observe it from afar is unique and 
not lost on the poet; however, in light of the international political climate 
the relevance of Rooftops of Tehran demands that Wolpé continue to main-
tain her role as representative, proponent, and participant by continuing 
to broaden the world’s view of Iran. That her poems have achieved such 
relevance is admirable, but with this success an enormous responsibility is 
bestowed. Her book, which felt complete when it was first published, now 
feels like just the beginning of a lifetime of poetic advocacy. 

In Rooftops of Tehran Sholeh Wolpé condemns injustices through the 
highlighted experiences of others – especially women – by bringing into 
focus realities that are difficult to comprehend even from the safe distance 
of Anchorage, Seattle, Los Angeles, New York, or London. Wolpé walks an 
internal-external tightrope that is made all the more powerful when held 
against the tidal tensions between Washington and Tehran. But the context 
is impossible to ignore, and largely because of the beauty Sholeh Wolpé 
draws from within it, Rooftops of Tehran is an uncommon achievement in 
contemporary American poetry – it is a book that actually matters.

 Like myth and mother is a series 
of poems and prose passages ema-
nating from Sri Lankan experiences 
of violent struggle. At first you think 
the prose passages printed on the 
opposite side to the poems are 
contextual comments, mere expla-
nations but further reading reveals 
that the prose is as important as the 
poems and in fact the whole work is 
a subtle combining of the qualities 
of poetry and prose. 

The book is divided into sections: 
Beginnings, Home/lands, Love 
in the time of the city, Wanted 
(Tamil) woman and Departures. 
Love in the time of the city con-
tains a long poem. There are also 
line drawings which illustrate the 
words, often replacing the prose 
passages alongside the poems. In 
Beginnings we are introduced to 
Sri Lankan English – 

tons of shakes
peare, shelley, shaw
press upon me,
how to clean rice in English
This prepares us for the journey 

Sumathy takes in her use of the 
English language and her way of 
connecting it to her world; Shake-
speare appears in the poem willow 
song for the year 2000 in which 
Sumathy tells us that 

Shakespeare grows in my back-
yard

on the unusual lemon tree 
In ‘Home/lands’ Sumathy 

explains in prose that land is the 
corner stone of the peace process, 
home is what I imagine. homeland 
of course belongs to the nation and 
my imagination breaks down at this 
point, for my land ….belongs ……not 
to me…. and she writes with a sense 
of loss of her childhood home and 
her home as it is now. In a poem in 
this section she describes: 

men lined up
shot, women whores exiles
children in a tryst with death
as they go to war
in a land delighted
We see a flowing of language 

from the poetry to the prose and 
back again, both informing each 
other of facts and feelings. 

Peace fails to bring any great 
comfort – her phrase the chatter of 
peace is dismissive and in the prose 
commentary she mentions the 
number of people killed after the 
peace agreement: the number of ci-
vilian killings of muslims and tamils 
by the ltte* went up in the years be-
tween 2002-2006. 

But alongside an enumeration of 
the dead, in Home/lands, we find a 
short but exquisite love poem. 

why do i long 
why do i long
for heaven and earth
to stop all revolutions
to hold time
in the space of my hand
turn a deaf ear to gun shots 
through the night
and just think of you 
This clarity of language and sim-

plicity of style convey the strength 
of Sumathy’s poetry at its best. 

Love in the time of the city 
is a long poem, or rather two long 
poems because here in this ode to 
Colombo, the prose rivals the poet-
ry in its lyric quality. There are some 
short poems in this section too, one 
of which is particularly endearing: 
a thousand parrots screech and 
scream. In this poem Sumathy de-
scribes the birds that surround her 
home, a thousand parrots but for 
the single crow which is like herself, 
looking down upon a city small….. 
in my sound-swirling tower/ of love-
ravaged loneliness. In the prose 
commentary she says that the crow 
of course is an old friend.

Wanted (tamil) woman con-
tains songs written as part of a 
dramatic presentation. They echo 
words well known in Western cul-
ture – give us this day/our daily 
body!! turns our every day prayer 
on its head. And there are voices 
too in Departures. This section, 
which ends the book, consists of a 
short dialogue piece which became 
the basis for a short film. It is called 
chicken talk: a man and a woman 
argue over how to cook chicken, a 
light- hearted cultural exchange. 

So what the heck is this home-
land business? asks Sumathy to-
wards the end of her book. I think 
part of the answer for her is con-
tained in the last poem of the col-
lection, the first lesson.  We are 
back with the little girl of the first 
poem who is struggling with and 
exploring the English language and 
beginning on her journey through 
its literature and her own life:

called out to stand in front of the 
class,
the little girl in chequered blue,
slowly crafted the white
letters on the blackness
of the mystery of life
Sumathy has survived the bleak 

trauma of civil war because she can 
express what it means for her and 
other people in her poetry; moreo-
ver, she can use her skill with lan-
guage to communicate, writing out 
her destiny for us all to read.  
* ltte is an abbreviation for Lib-
eral Tamil Tigers Elam

Rooftops of Tehran by Sholeh Wolpé
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Like myth and mother: 
a political autobiography in poetry and prose Sivamohan Sumathy

Published by Sirahununi, Colombo, Sri Lanka

Reviewed	by	Lynette	Craig



Adnan al-Sayegh, born in Iraq 1955. Poet, translator. 
1993 exile in Jordan and the Lebanon. 1996: “Uruk’s An-
them” – a book-length poem. Sentenced to death in Iraq 
and took refuge in Sweden. Received several international 
awards. In London since 2004. 

Marga Burgui-Artajo was born in Spain. Living in Lon-
don since 1994 she worked at Paddington Library where she 
established a substantial holding of both classical and con-
temporary Arabic literature.

Behnam Askari is an upcoming Iranian-born artist liv-
ing in London. Behnam cannot return to Iran where he has 
been sentenced in absentia on political charges. His latest 
exhibition ‘Where Are Their Votes?’ is inspired by recent 
events in Iran. 

Afshin Babzadeh is an Iranian poet and writer living 
in London since 1979 when he left Iran. He has published 
two selections of poetry in Persian and one in English and 
Swedish. Afshin also is the founder of MEDAD publications 
which publishes the poetry of Iranian poets.

Haim Bresheeth is an Israeli filmmaker and film schol-
ar, living and working in London. He is active in anti-Zionist 
political campaigns and has acted for the rights of the Pal-
estinians and an end to military occupation.

Sofia Buchuck is from Peru and now lives in London. 
Her music and poetry celebrate popular and ancient cul-
tures of Latin America. She has recorded CDs and is a pub-
lished poet. 

Maria Eugenia Bravo Calderara, born in Chile. Poet, 
short story writer. ‘Prayer in the National Stadium’ (1992) re-
ceived a prize from the Greater London Council. In spite of 
the extreme violence suffered due to political persecution, 
she celebrates life.   

Robert Chandler’s translations of Sappho and Guil-
laume Apollinaire are published in the series ‘Everyman’s 
Poetry’. His translations from Russian include Vasily Gross-
man’s Life and Fate and Aleksander Pushkin’s The Captain’s 
Daughter. Winner of awards for his translation of Hamid 
Ismailov’s The Railway and, as co-translator, of Andrey Pla-
tonov’s Soul. He is the editor of Russian Short Stories from 
Pushkin to Buida and the author of Alexander Pushkin.

Alfredo Cordal Chilean performance poet, playwright, 
journalist, interpreter and teacher. He has produced four 
plays in London. His poetry is included in various antholo-
gies and he has performed his work at festivals in Britain. 

R. Cheran is a professor in the department of Sociolo-
gy and Anthropology at the University of Windsor, Toronto.

Lynette Craig has an MPhil in Writing. Leads poetry 
workshops with refugee groups and mentors and edits 
their work. Her poetry collection is entitled Burning Palaces

Amna Dumpor was born in Mostar’. Language and 
literature studies at Mostar University curtailed by the War. 
Came to UK in 1992 .Graduated from Westminster University 
and has a diploma in Refugee Studies. Anna published her 
first book of poetry in Mostar.

Mikail Isin Eldin is a Chechen journalist who wit-
nessed the first and second Chechen wars first-hand. He 
has written a memoir about his experiences. He currently 
lives in Norway.

Bernardine Evaristo, born in London. Novels-in-
verse: Lara (1997), The Emperor’s Babe (2001), Soul Tourists 
(2005), Blonde Roots (2008). Has written for theatre, radio 
and print media. Visiting Professor in New York and Writer-
in-Residence, Cape Town and Writing Fellow, University of 
East Anglia.

Graham Fawcett, translator, interpreter. Has worked 
for Southern Arts, the British Institute of Florence, the Arvon 
Foundation. Tutor for The Poetry School, lectures in the UK, 
Italy and Spain. President of the T S Eliot Society. Presents 
programmes on BBC Radio 3.

Sieglinde Geisel, born in 1965 in Switzerland,  is cul-
tural correspondent for Neue Zurcher Zeitung in Berlin. She 
is also a freelance writer and author of Irrfahrer und Welten-
bummler, 2008.

Anna Gunin is a Russian translator. She has co-trans-
lated the underground film “Dust” and translated short sto-
ries, poetry, and a play for the Royal Court. Her translation 
of German Sadulaev’s “I am a Chechen!” will be published 
by Harvill Secker in 2011. She lives in Somerset with her hus-
band and son.

Hussein Habash was born in 1970 in a Kurdish village: 
Sheikh Al Hadid in Afrin, Syria . He resides in Bonn, Germa-
ny. Sinking In The Flowers is his first poetry collection. He 
writes in Kurdish and Arabic.

Rohini Hensman, author of the novel Playing Lions 
and Tigers, short-listed for the Gratiaen Prize (2002), and To 
Do Something Beautiful. Active in the labour and women’s 
liberation movements, and anti-war campaigns and strug-
gles against the oppression of religious and ethnic minori-
ties in India and Sri Lanka.

Marta Raquel Zabelata Hinrichsen, D.Phil in Devel-
opment Studies, feminist, exiled in the UK from Argentina 
and Chile since 1976, is founder and coordinator of ‘Women 
and Words in the World’ and of CEISAL Working Group on 
Women, Men and Genders.

Reza Hiwa Is Kurdish, Iranian, French and lives in Italy. 
His work appears in the anthology De l’Obscure Etincelle 
and his new collection of poetry has recently been pub-
lished in Paris.

Lakshmi Holmstrom, writer and translator, past Fel-
low at University of East Anglia. Author of Silappadikaram 
and Manimekalai, her re-telling of the fifth-century Tamil 
narrative poems, editor of The Inner Courtyard: Short Sto-
ries by Indian Women, and recipient of India’s Crossword 
Book Award. She has translated work by the Sri Lankan and 
Tamil poets, R. Cheran, S. Sivaramani and others.

Gareeb Iskander, born Baghdad 1966, in London 
since 2002. Currently studying bilingual translation. Trans-
lated: “Sawad Basiq” (“High Darkness”) and “Mehafat Al-
wahm” (“A Chariot of Illusion”) and “Semiotic trends in the 
critique of Arabic Poetry”.

Tamara Islamova was born in Kazakhstan following 
Stalin’s exiling of the whole Chechen population. Returning 
to the Caucasus aged five, she grew up in the countryside 
and became a teacher, living in Grozny with her husband 
and children until war forced them into exile again. They 
now live in Oxford.

Gisela Jachniuk was born in Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
She has worked in the media and advertising fields (TV, Ra-
dio, Internet and Magazines) for over 16 years, moving to 
the UK in 2000. 

Nisha Jones has a doctorate in philosophy, contempo-
rary literature and film and is Assistant Editor of Wasafiri, the 
magazine of international contemporary writing.

Sonja Juric from Mostar is a member of the Croatian 
Writers Association of Mostar. Her poetry is included in Let 
u TROstihu, published in Mostar, 2008 and in various web 
journals.

Esther Kamkar was born in Iran. She lives and writes in 
Palo Alto, California, USA. www.estherkamkar.com

Ziba Karbassi born in Iran 1974, since the mid-1980s 
mostly lived in London. Widely seen as most accomplished 
Persian poet of her generation. Became known with her 
poem ‘Sangsar’ (‘Death By Stoning’). Former chair of the 
Iranian Writers’ Association in Exile.

Stephen Knight born Swansea 1960. Sardines and 
Other Poems (2004). Mr Schnitzel won the Arts Council of 
Wales Book of the Year [2001]. Fiction and poetry reviews 
in the Times Literary Supplement and the Independent on 
Sunday.

Kiluanji Kush, pseudonym for Antonio Joaquim 
Marques, Angolan, lives in Sweden. Has published sev-
eral collections of poetry including Flames of New Dreams, 
1993. 

Jennifer Langer is editor of four anthologies of exiled 
literature. She is a SOAS doctoral student in the literature 
of exile.

Esther Lipton has an MA in Jewish Ethics and writes 
poetry and short stories.

Fariba Marzban, Iranian journalist and editor, is a po-
litical activist for human rights. She was imprisoned for sev-
eral years in Iran. Vice-president of Iranian Pen in Exile.

Claire Messud is an American novelist, best-known as 
the author of The Emperor’s Children, 2006.

Blake Morrison, born in Yorkshire. Vice-Chairman of 
English PEN. Author of ‘And When Did You Last See Your 
Father? ‘(1993) made into a film (2007). Most recent novel: 
South of the River, 2007.

Fiston Mwanza is a writer, poet, novelist and play-
wright from Congo who is currently on a writing scholarship 
in Germany at Heinrich Boll Haus.

Majid Naficy, author of more than twenty books in Per-
sian, fled Iran 1983, after the execution of his wife Ezzat in 
Tehran. Published two collections of poetry Muddy Shoes, 
1999 and Father and Son, 2003.

Elvedin Nezirovic is from Mostar. Published two col-
lections of poetry; His work appears in literary magazines 
across the former Yugoslavia. Worked as a journalist for Ra-
dio X, Radio Free Europe, Radio Studio 88 and Grace maga-
zine, Sarajevo. 

Albert Pellicer Born in Barcelona, based in London, he 
is a poet and a freelance journalist. He has a BA in Creative 
Writing from Antioch University and received an MA in Po-
etic Practice from the Royal Holloway, University of London. 

Andrea Pisac was born in Croatia. Author of two col-
lections of short stories (Absence, Until Death Do Us Part Or 
I Kill You First). She is currently writing a novel in English and 
finishing a PhD in anthropology at Goldsmiths College.

Jasmin Saletovic from Tuzla is a poet. He is currently a 
student of electrical engineering at the University of Tuzla.

Fathieh Saudi, poet and translator, was born in Jordan. 
She completed her medical studies in France. Her first col-
lection of poetry was, The Prophets: a Poetic Journey from 
Childhood to Prophecy (2007).. Currently, chair of Exiled 
Writers Ink.

Jeremy Edward Shiok is a poet, writer, editor of Two 
Review and the founder of Cold Press Publishing. His poetry 
appears in many journals and his first collection, Mudseason 
& Other Poems was published in 2004.  He teaches at the 
University of Alaska Anchorage.

Ina Theodora Stan, born in Romania 1978, is currently 
working as a post-doctoral research assistant at Bucking-
hamshire New University, UK. In Romania she worked as 
a teacher and as an authorised translator for English and 
French. 

Edin Suljic, originally from Tuzla, is a film-maker who 
made ‘Day of Oysters’. He is also a photographer, puppet-
eer, playwright and poet. He translated ‘Cry of Bosnia’ by 
Elvira Simic (1998, Genie Quest) and now lives in London.

Sivamohan Sumathy, award winning playwright, 
poet, writer and film maker, author of In the Shadow of the 
Gun. Performed nationally and internationally her theatre of 
risk, and received critical acclaim for her two short films, Pi-
ralayam (Upheaval) and Oranges. Teaches at the University 
of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. 

‘Thirumavalavan’ is the pen-name of Kunasingam 
Karunakaran, who now lives in Toronto. 

Sally Thompson originally trained as a classical musi-
cian and is a barrister and mediator practising in London. 
Her poetry has been published in magazines and antholo-
gies.

Stephen Watts is a poet, translator and editor. His 
mother’s family migrated to London from Italy. His most re-
cent book Mountain Language/Lingua di montagna, 2009, 
reflects this experience.

Sholeh Wolpe is an Iranian-American poet residing 
in Los Angeles. Sholeh is the author of Rooftops of Tehran, 
The Scar Saloon, and Sin—Selected Poems of Forugh Far-
rokhzad. 

Bart Wolffe, actor and theatre director, playwright, 
novelist and poet, left Zimbabwe six years ago as freedom 
of expression became intolerable.

Mariana Zavati, born and educated in Romania. Po-
etry, Soapte (2005), Vise La Minut (2008); also short stories 
in the UK, as well as articles, reviews, short stories and po-
etry in various Romanian literary magazines. In 2008 was 
awarded the Novalis Prize.

Adnan Zetica is a young poet studying in the Faculty 
of Humanities in Mostar. His work appears in ‘Kad progov-
ori tisina’ and in various web journals including ‘Metafora’ 
and ‘Poezin’.
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